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Abstract 
What Maisie  Knew, a novel (189 7) by Henry James 
depicting the experiences of a young child surrounded 
by irresponsible, selfish, and adulterous parents and 
step-parents, has received considerable but conflicting 
critical attention.  Maisie, considered by some critics 
to be the early prototype of Jamesian heroines from the 
later period, has also been denigrated as a corrupt man- 
ipulator of the adult world she inhabits.  Much of the 
critical controversy is due to a misunderstanding of the 
novel's point of view; yet it is precisely this point of 
view that clinches the novel's artistic success. 
In the novel's Preface, James announces his intent 
to make Maisie his center of interest, his register of 
impressions, but, because she is a child, he creates a 
narrator in constant attendance to amplify her thoughts 
and perceptions.  The separation of viewpoints is often 
clear; at other times, given the precocity and verbal 
fluency of the young child, the separation is vague, the 
language not readily attributable to Maisie or to the 
narrator. 
For Maisie's portrayal to be considered successful, 
her perceptions must be suitable to her age.  Such suit- 
ability is evident in her developing sensory perceptions, 
which grow from the undiscriminating to the judgmental; 
in her reaction to images woven through the novel; and 
in her concomitant development of language, her learning 
of which ultimately indicates her moral superiority to 
the adults around her. 
Constantly attended by the adult narrator, Maisie 
is viewed sympathetically and sometimes comically; the 
narrator views her environs, however, with an ironic, 
cynical tone, giving the reader a view of the adult world 
that Maisie's judgments cannot penetrate.  The narrator 
subtly moves in and out of Maisie's consciousness, some- 
times commenting on his own, sometimes addressing the 
reader, and sometimes stating the limits of his own 
knowledge.  Occasional glimpses into the consciousnesses 
of the adult characters, rather than weakening the narra- 
tive viewpoint chosen by James, validate Maisie's growing 
awareness.  The combination of these techniques creates 
the third of James's perspectives—that of the reader, 
who must synthesize what he learns through Maisie's sensi- 
bility and the narrator's adult commentary.  The force of 
/ \ 
the whole culminates in a blending of tones: comedy, 
pathos, irony, and outrage. 
Maisie's factual knowledge at the end of the novel 
may be ambiguous to the reader, but such knowledge is 
really irrelevant to James's larger theme, for what 
Maisie knows is not really so important as what she 
becomes: James's interest lies in the expanding of con- 
sciousness, the growth of awareness. What Maisie  Knew 
provides ample evidence through its use of multiple 
perspectives that Maisie achieves an awareness far 
superior to that of her adult companions.  James's use 
of the multiple perspective is the true mark of his 
artistry. 
Chapter I 
The Turbulent Aftermath: James and the^-Gritics 
It is a tribute to Henry James's art that What 
Maisie  Knew   stands not as "a latent pornographic novel,"1 
as suggested by Sears, but as a tribute to a child who 
not only survives the horrors perpetrated by the adults 
around her but who also develops a moral sense in some 
ways far superior to that of the adult world she inhabits. 
One may certainly be tempted to focus on the infidelity 
and adultery, child abuse and abandonment, sexual pro- 
miscuity and parental irresponsibility that compose the 
novel's situation rather than on the perceptive child who 
stands at the vortex of such destructive passions and who 
becomes a manipulated tool in a dehumanized, sordid world, 
The artistic success of James's novel is due primarily to 
the viewpoint he has chosen: he makes the child, Maisie, 
1Sallie Sears, The  Negative  Imagination:   Form  and 
Perspective  in   the  Novels   of Henry  James   (Ithaca: Cornell 
Univ. Press, 1968), p. 27. 
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the center of all events as Well as the center of con- 
sciousness for the reader.  The) reader sees, knows, and 
feels all that Maisie does; however, those truths that 
Maisie does not understand are, nevertheless, compre- 
hended by the reader, whose ability to perceive what the 
main character cannot is due primarily to the presence 
of the Jamesian narrator, who comments with comedy, 
pathos, and irony on all the events in the novel.  Such 
a narrative perspective results in a multiplicity of 
viewpoints--the child's, the narrator's, and the reader's 
--all of which are valid for varied levels of understand- 
ing.  Technically difficult to achieve, such multiple 
perspective both clarifies and obscures; in What Maisie 
Knew,   its complexity has resulted in a critical storm 
often polarized in extremes: the novel's tone is consid- 
ered comic, tragic, or ironic; Maisie is morally good or 
morally corrupt; the narrator does not exist, or the 
narrative intrusions destroy James's stated intent for 
a scope limited to a central intelligence. 
The first Notebook  entries for What Maisie  Knew 
were recorded on November 12, 189 2, five years before 
the serialization in the Chap  Book.     The immediate source 
of inspiration for James was the actual case of a child 
"divided  by its parents in consequence of their being 
divorced."2  The original entry explains James's fas- 
cination with the. idea of the child as "a fresh bone 
of contention, a fresh source of dramatic situations" 
(.N,   p. 127) as parental re-groupings formed symmetrically 
around her.  The second entry, on August 26, 189 3, shows 
James considering a double effect: "May I not combine the 
ironic and the other  interest (the 'touch of tenderness' 
--or sweetness—or sympathy or poetry--or whatever the 
needed thing is)?" (N,   p. 134)—an intent fully realized 
in the finished work. 
Matthiessen notes that the entries for Maisie  and 
for The  Spoils   of Poynton   are two of James's most exten- 
sive,3 and those recorded for 1895 and 1896 describe a 
detailed scenario.  It is in the December 22nd entry for 
1895 that James arrived at the heart of the novel: "Make 
my point of view, my line,   the consciousness, the dim, 
sweet, scared, wondering, clinging perception of the 
child. . ." (N,   p. 2 36).  He saw the essence of the drama 
as "the strange, fatal, complicating action of the child's 
lovability" (N,   p. 237).  Since the major differences in 
2Henry James, The  Notebooks   of Henry  James,   ed. 
F. 0. Matthiessen and Kenneth B. Murdock (New York: 
George Braziller, 19 47), p. 126.  All further references 
to this work appear in the text with the abbreviation N. 
3Matthiessen, ed., Notebooks,   p. xviii. 
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plot among this entry, succeeding ones, and the finished 
work have been detailed by Matthiessen and by Ward Wor- 
den,1* only those that affect the narrative perspective 
need attention here.  Much of the entry concerns the 
actions and motives of the parents and governesses; for 
example, the pretty governess (Miss Overmore) should 
follow the child to her father's and later fall in love 
with Boyd (Beale).  This entry emphasizes love for Maisie 
as the motive for the ensuing adult attraction rather 
than the sexual interest portrayed in the novel.  "The 
honest frump" (N, p. 237) (Mrs. Wix) is moved to help 
Maisie out of passion since she has lost her own little 
girl.  In the novel, her need for employment is also a 
concern. The  Notebooks   introduce a motive for Sir Claude 
that is not significant in the novel: his desire for a 
child of his own.  In the finished work, Sir Claude makes 
only an occasional reference to being a family man5 and 
liking babies (p. 63). The  Notebooks   describe Ida and 
Mrs. Beale each as having lost a child, and the step- 
^Ward S. Worden,""Henry James's What Maisie  Knew: 
A Comparison with the Plans in The  Notebooks," PMLA, 6 8 
(1953), 371-383. 
5Henry James, What Maisie Knew   (Garden City: Double- 
day and Company, 1954), p. 62.  All further references 
to this work appear in the text. 
parents' desire, therefore, to have Maisie as a replace- 
ment.  Such motives place the focus of the parental 
action, selfish as it may.be, more on Maisie than on 
adult sexual attraction.  The finished novel creates a 
much more sordid, evil environment, where Maisie is used 
and her presence is desired only to keep parental, extra- 
marital affairs proper.  James does reaffirm in this 
entry that "EVERYTHING TAKES PLACE BEFORE MAISIE.  That 
is a part of the essence of the thing—that, with the 
tenderness she inspires. . ." (#, p. 238). 
There is also one important reference to time, some- 
thing that has created a critical problem in the novel. 
While James's statement cannot be taken literally, it 
shows his intent for the effect he wished to achieve: "I 
must handle freely and handsomely the years—treat my 
intervals  with art and courage; master the little secrets 
in regard to the expression of duration—be superior I 
mean, on the question of time" (#, p. 237).  He has al- 
ready described normal visits of a six-month duration 
with each parent and refers to Maisie's first visit with 
her mother and new husband, the Captain (Sir Claude), as 
lasting a year.  James notes that the trip to Brighton 
(Folkestone) with the Captain occurs when Maisie is ten, 
but then the child is returned to her father, and the 
migrations continue.  Both the time-span of the novel and 
Maisie's age have subsequently become critical issues. 
This scenario ends with the parents bolting, the step- 
parents uniting out of devotion to Maisie, and Maisie 
finally being carried off by the "old frumpy governess" 
(N, p. 240) to be saved.  These events were conceived 
as composing ten chapters, rather than the 31 of the 
finished novel. 
The entry for September 22, 1896, reveals that 
James had named his characters and had commenced work 
on the actual novel.  The entry for October 2 6 of the 
same year shows James's concern with working out his 
"intensely structural, intensely hinged and jointed pre- 
liminary frame" (.N, p. 257) to avoid vagueness.  This 
entry describes a change in motive for the step-parents. 
As they become estranged from their married partners, 
Maisie becomes "the little opportunity and pretext" (N, 
p. 258), and James is concerned primarily with the man- 
ipulations of the pairs of lovers.  Brighton becomes 
Folkestone, and France is mentioned for the first time. 
The final entry on December 21 records James's insistence 
that the "scenic  method is my absolute, my imperative, my 
only   salvation.  The march  of an  action  is the thing for 
me to, more and more, attach  myself to" (N, p. 263). 
While James was obviously intent on producing a work 
with the child Maisie at its center, there are some 
important differences in The  Notebooks .  At the time 
of the last entry, according to Matthiessen, James had 
probably written eight sections of the novel.6  The 
first installment was published in the Chap  Book   three 
weeks later.  At this point one can expect James to 
have formed a narrative focus and to have completed the 
prologue, spoken primarily by the narrator, and the first 
several chapters where the narrator is indispensable for 
the articulation of the thoughts, perceptions, and feel- 
ings of the young child; yet, there is no mention of a 
narrator in any of The  Notebook  entries, only the idea 
that Maisie is the center--that everything must happen 
before her.  With the exception of a few paragraphs of 
exposition in the prologue of the completed novel, Maisie 
is present for all events, all meetings between characters 
But the narrator's role, important as it is in the fin- 
ished work, is never implied. 
The other major point of interest in a comparison of 
The   Notebooks   and the novel is the emphasis in The  Note- 
books  on movement of plot--on the actions and motives of 
the sets of parents and step-parents, many of which are 
later eliminated, changed, or streamlined in the interest 
6Matthiessen, ed., Notebooks , p. 263 
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of economy and intensity of focus.  Much more delibera- 
tion is given to where the adults go, and who will be 
meeting whom, than to Maisie's reactions to such events. 
James allows Maisie "her one  EXPRESSION of perceptive 
violence" (N, p. 261)--tears over her mother's bolting-- 
and refers to an occasional moment of bewilderment, of 
dread of her mother, or of delight in her step-parents' 
solution to a problem, but these references are only 
occasional in comparison to details of plot and character- 
ization of the adults, attention to which forms the bulk 
of the entries.  Much of the time Maisie, as well as the 
adult characters, is moved about by James like a piece 
of baggage-^-something that must be transported from one 
house to another in order for the plot to function.  Such 
movement reflects not only objectivity as the author con- 
siders his subject, but also a certain dehumanization of 
subject, as if for a while James were influenced by the 
Farange spirit.  Wayne Booth, describing the first note- 
book entry, states his fascination with the idea that 
"even such an essential effect as pity for Maisie in What 
Maisie  Knew  becomes subordinated to other more general 
effects. . . . the interest is all in the intricacy of 
the human situation."7 According to Booth, the second 
7Wayne C. Booth, The  Rhetoric  of Fiction   (Chicago: 
Univ. of Chicago Press, 1961),. p. 47. 
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entry emphasizes James's pursuit of the "'full ironic 
truth'"8 even at the sacrifice of poignancy.  Needless 
to say, the finished product almost reverses the empha- 
sis.  Events become important only as Maisie perceives 
them, and almost every action is perceived by her with 
some type of felt reaction.  It seems that only in the 
finished novel was James able to create Maisie sympa- 
thetically as the center of feeling and perception as 
well as the center of action. 
Not until years later, when James was writing the 
Preface to What Maisie  Knew  for the New York Edition, was 
he able to delineate clearly the multiple focus that the 
finished novel displays, one that allows for comedy and 
tragedy, for pathos and irony with a double view of a 
corrupt adult world--from the child and'from an adult 
narrator. 
In his "Preface to What Maisie  Knew,"   James stated 
that, 
not less than the chance of misery and of a 
degraded state, the chance of happiness and 
of an improved state might be here involved 
for the child, round about whom the complexity 
of life would thus turn to fineness, to rich- 
ness. . . .  For satisfaction of the mind, in 
other words, the small expanding consciousness 
would have to be saved, have to become present- 
able as a register of impressions; and saved 
'Booth, p. 48. 
12 
s 
by the experience of certain advantages, 
by some enjoyed profit and some achieved 
confidence, rather than coarsened, blurred, 
sterilised, by ignorance and pain.  This 
better state, in the young life, would re- 
side in the exercise of a function other 
than that of disconcerting the selfishness 
of its parents.9 
James delineated the structural symmetry of the plot, 
much more streamlined and economical than originally 
conceived in The  Notebooks : two divorced and neglect- 
ful parents each remarrying, with each of the new 
step-parents also being incapable of assuming the 
burden of responsibility represented by Maisie.  He 
visualized the child having a triple function: 
The child seen as creating by the fact of 
its forlornness a relation between its step- 
parents, the more intimate the better, 
dramatically speaking; the child, by the 
mere appeal of neglectedness and the mere 
consciousness of relief, weaving about, 
with the best faith in the world, the close 
web of sophistication; the child becoming 
a centre and pretext for a fresh system of 
misbehaviour, a system moreover of a^nature 
to spread and ramify: there  would be the 
"full" irony, there the promising theme into 
which the hint I had originally picked up 
would logically flower.  No themes are so 
human as those that reflect for us, out of 
the confusion of life, the close connexion 
of bliss and bale, of the things that help 
9Henry James, "Preface to What Ma-Lsie Knew,"  in The 
Art of the  Novel,   ed. Richard P. Blackmur (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 19 34), pp. 141-142.  All further 
references to this work appear in the text with the 
abbreviation P. 
13 
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with the things that hurt, so dangling before 
us for ever that bright hard medal, of so 
strange an alloy, one face of which is some- 
body's right and ease and the other somebody's 
pain and wrong.  To live with all intensity 
and perplexity and felicity in its terribly 
mixed little world would thus be the part of 
my interesting small mortal.  (P, p. 143) 
The step-parents would be brought together partially out 
of sympathy or affection for Maisie, an idea originally 
described in The  Notebooks; however, the child would be, 
through her own good faith, caught in a web she had helped 
to weave; finally, the child would become a tool--"a pre- 
text for'a fresh system of misbehaviour" for the step- 
parents.  Certainly Miss Overmore reacts to Maisie affec- 
tionately, as Sir Claude later also does.  Certainly Maisie 
rejoices at having brought together two people who seem 
to like each other and enjoy her.  Certainly the two 
adults soon realize how useful this situation can be to 
themselves.  And certainly, Mrs. Beale decides to sacri- 
fice her affection for Maisie on Sir Claude's altar. 
Andreas describes exploitation as the "purest form of 
emotional cannibalism."10  That James should conceive of 
Maisie making herself the victim of such an act through 
childlike faith and concern for the adults around her is 
100sborn Andreas, Henry  James  and  the  Expanding 
Horizon   (Seattle: Univ. of Washington Press, 1948), 
p. 6. 
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one of the novel's great ironies. 
For James to be successful in his endeavor, Maisie 
would have to be capable of "perceptions easily and 
almost infinitely quickened" (P, p. 1M-4), with his major 
problem being "to keep her so limited consciousness in 
the very field of [his] picture while at the same time 
guarding with care the integrity of the objects repre- 
sented" (P, p. 14M-).  Well aware that children often 
perceive much more than they can articulate, James de- 
termined the necessity of a narrator's commentary for 
amplification (P> p. 146); thus, the Jamesian narrator 
must assume his role, speaking "in figures that are not 
yet at her command" (P, p. 14-6).  James excuses his ap- 
pearing to "go behind" his character, but justifies such 
breaches: "it is her relation, her activity of spirit, 
that determines all our own concern--we simply take ad- 
vantage of these things better than she herself" (P, p. 
146).  He sees the narrator as "the force for which the 
straightener of almost any tangle [the reader] is grate- 
ful while he labours. . ." (P, p. 1M-6).  If the narrator 
allows his commentary to be ruled by the field of Maisie's 
vision, then his amplification, or going behind, is cer- 
tainly justifiable and necessary rather than an incon- 
sistency in viewpoint. 
Thus conceived by James, Maisie should also have 
15 
another function: 
She is not only the extraordinary "ironic 
centre" I have already noted; she has the 
wonderful importance of shedding a light 
far beyond any reach of her comprehension; 
of lending to poorer persons and things, by 
the mere fact of their being involved with 
her and by the special scale she creates for 
them, a precious element of dignity. (P, p. 
147) 
She also lends respectability and credibility to scenes 
that Jamesrsays the reader should otherwise avoid, in 
particular the scene in which Maisie encounters her 
father with the Countess; however, because gaps exist 
between what she sees, understands, and is able to com- 
municate, considerable ambiguity arises that is not 
unintentional: 
The effort really to see and really to re- 
present is no idle business in face of the 
constant  force that makes for muddlement. 
The great thing is indeed that the muddled 
state too is one of the very sharpest of the 
realities, that it also has colour and form 
and character, has often in fact a broad and 
rich comicality, many of the signs and values 
of the appreciable.... the very principle 
of Maisie's appeal, her undestroyed freshness, 
in other words that vivacity of intelligence 
by which she indeed does vibrate in the in- 
fected air, indeed does flourish in her 
immoral world, may pass for a barren and 
senseless thing, or at best a negligible 
one.  (P, p. 149) 
Such are James's stated intentions for What Maisie 
Knew.     If successful, then he has inextricably woven 
method with theme, and the result is an expanding con- 
sciousness on the part of the child.  If unsuccessful, 
16 
then he has created "muddlement" without purpose, or 
at the worst, according to one critic, an "involved 
erotomania."11  The real question seems to be twofold: 
what does Maisie really know, and does the point of view 
function successfully?  James's acknowledged necessity 
for ambiguity has created a number of critical problems. 
Some critics have attributed the narrator's and/or the 
reader's knowledge to Maisie, with the result that they 
see the child as evil, manipulative, and even sexually 
ambitious.  Sallie Sears finds Maisie's plight reminis- 
cent of that of the "heroine-victims of pornographic 
novels . . . who bounce back restored and unfaltering 
after an evening of rape, mutilation, and scourging. . 
. . "
12
  She sees Maisie as both the center and cause of 
the disorder in the novel.  Such a view places a greater 
focus on the situation with its sordid details than on 
Maisie, the often uncomprehending center.  It is a view 
that would encourage the reader to focus leeringly, along 
with a voyeuristic narrator, on what occurs behind closed 
doors--doors that James never opens and that Maisie has 
studiously learned to avoid.  Sears claims that Maisie's 
"innocence is in fact called into the service not of a 
lxOscar Cargill, The  Novels   of Henry  James   (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1961), p. 254. 
12Sears, p. 27. 
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moral vision but of an ironic one."13  Her statement 
seems predicated on the reading of Maisie as a manipu- 
lator, albeit well intentioned, rather than a victim 
who is the "center and pretext" for the events in the 
novel.  The ironic vision again belongs to the narrator. 
Though that vision is valid, it is not the only or the 
primary one.  Maisie is a victim of dramatic irony; as 
such she is an ironic character.  But her vision of 
events around her is ultimately a moral one, and that 
is the vision Sears chooses to ignore.  It is unfortunate 
that Sears places such emphasis on the adult perspective, 
because she is one of the few critics who articulate 
James's use of the multiplicity of viewpoints, as will 
be noted later. 
Other critics view Maisie herself as embodying vari- 
ous degrees of corruption and/or sexual awareness at the 
end of the novel.  Samuels sees Maisie's virtue as "eroded 
by maturation. "l ** Although she remains selfless, she 
learns "to lie and scheme ... to like the intrigue that 
swirls about her head."15  McCloskey's view of Maisie 
13Sears, p. 24. 
14Charles Thomas Samuels, The Ambiguity  of Henry 
James   (Urbana: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1971), p. 178. 
15Samuels, p. 186. 
18 
examines the growth of "the hard core of her ego,"16 
growth that results in her becoming "the proper daughter 
of Beale and Ida Farange,"17 and a "ruthless prosecutor 
of her own desires."18  He describes the novel as a 
series of negatives: 
What Maisie  Knew  is a continuous process, 
not of moral growth or even of moral aware- 
ness; nor is it a process of intellectual 
development on any plane much higher than 
her environment or Mrs. Wix was capable of 
inducing; nor is it a process of character 
development in the sense of fineness of per- 
ception or discrimination of values or the 
acquisition of virtue or even of empirical 
principles.l9 
While portions of his argument are defensible, McCloskey 
often ignores the force of the novel as a whole.  It is 
true that Maisie blunders, makes mistakes, and misinter- 
prets situations; such is the learning experience of any 
child.  Seldom does a child learn a complex moral lesson 
with one exposure.  For James the process is one of ex- 
pansion and refinement; what Maisie has failed to learn 
the first time may be learned the second or third, for 
16John C. McCloskey, "What Maisie Knows: A Study of 
Childhood and Adolescence," AL, 36 (1965), 506. 
17McCloskey, p. 486. 
18McCloskey, p. 509. 
19McCloskey, p. 485. 
19 
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example, her awareness of Sir Claude's ability to deceive. 
That fact she will deny (p. 103) before she can finally 
accept it. McCloskey also assumes her understanding of 
adult meanings for adult words that, according to the nar- 
rator, Maisie could glibly parrot: 
It was the condition most frequently discussed 
at the Faranges', where the word was always 
in the air and where at the age of five, amid 
rounds of applause, she could gabble it off. 
She knew as well in short that a person could 
be compromised as that a person could be slapped 
with a hair-brush or left alone in the dark, 
(p. 140) 
But to Maisie's precocious verbal skill, McCloskey attri- 
butes adult understandings: 
She also makes clear that moral issues are not 
of the essence of her attitude.  To Mrs. Wix's 
objection to condoning the immorality of Mrs. 
Beale and Sir Claude "by our presence," Maisie 
inquires "Why is it immorality?"  In answer to 
Mrs. Wix's question,  "Do you know what you 
are talking about," Maisie's reply--"Certainly; 
about their taking advantage of their freedom" 
--announces that she has at last come into her 
heritage as the daughter of Beale and Ida 
Farange.2 ° 
Such a statement implies a crucial assumption that Maisie 
understands the word "immorality" as Mrs. Wix understands 
it.  But Mrs. Wix has avoided giving Maisie any guidance 
about sexual propriety except through innuendo; therefore, 
the reader cannot assume sexual impropriety to be a part 
20 McCloskey, p. 503 
20 
of her knowledge.  Because McCloskey tends to evaluate 
Maisie's reactions one at a time, instead of within the 
context of the entire novel, he sees her as "untrained, 
unrestrained, ill-formed,_and ethically illiterate"21 
with an ego that shows no qualms at manipulation of 
others.  Hodgdon agrees with the view that Maisie be- 
comes a manipulator: "By the end of the novel Maisie 
has begun to apply her language skill as a tool for man- 
ipulating the adults who have taught her the subtleties 
of manipulation."22 
Other critics have labeled the novel a technical 
exercise in narrative focus.  Beach claims that the 
central impression of the book is the author's clever- 
ness in working out his technique of placing Maisie in 
the center of consciousness: 
The choice of Maisie for the "register" of 
these occurrences makes impossible the 
rendering of their real significance,--[sic] 
their significance either for the grown-up 
persons taking part, or their significance 
(if this might be distinguished from the 
other) for an author more coolly aware of 
the broad moral bearings of what is done 
and suffered.  Only in the concluding scenes 
do we have any approach to an adequately 
21McCloskey, p. 513. 
22David Crocket Hodgdon, "Henry James: The Texture 
of Language in the Later Novels, 189 7-1901," Diss> State 
Univ. of New York at Binghamton, 19 71, p. 57. 
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interpretative record of events as they 
affect the principal—the grown-up--par- 
ticipants .  And do we, on the other hand, 
have the story of Maisie herself?  Maisie 
herself has really no story.  She is hardly 
more than an observer eagerly following 
from her sidebox the enthralling spectacle 
of the stage.2 3 
Beach does not credit the created narrator with enough 
importance.  Although he acknowledges one incident where 
the narrator addresses the reader, he ignores the per- 
vasive influence of the narrator throughout the novel, 
including numerous times when the narrator aligns himself 
with the reader and with Maisie.  Such a reading does not 
seem to do justice to the observer-filter through whom 
the reader judges all of what Maisie perceives.  Nor 
must the story be considered as belonging to the prin- 
cipals, as Beach calls them.  The story is Maisie's: 
whether she grows and displays an expanded consciousness 
is what is truly important. 
Hoffmann supports a discussion of What  Maisie  Knew 
as an experimental novel but does not evaluate the novel 
solely on the basis of technique.  About point of view, 
he says: "to achieve a point of view that is at the same 
time innocent and full of wonder and yet quick in 
23Joseph Warren Beach, The  Method of Henry  James 
(Philadelphia: Albert Saifer, 1918), pp. 238-239. 
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perception and understanding of the adult world is the 
main problem of technique in the novel."21*  He credits 
James with success in this venture primarily because 
of the presence of Mrs. Wix as confidante and inter- 
preter of those facets of adult life Maisie is unable. 
to comprehend.  Canby, however, feels that James was not 
successful.  He judges Maisie more "a prodigy rather than 
a real child"25 and finds James more enamored with tech- 
nique than with feelings for the plight of the child: 
It is the technician enamored of a "scenic 
philosophy" which he and no one else can 
turn and twist as the parents or guardians 
grasp or repel little Maisie for their own 
purposes.  The child is lost in wordage, 
though her spiritual reactions are true 
and tender.  Henry was trying to follow a 
"scenic philosophy"; in other words, he 
was trying to write a stage play but in 
the form of a novel. ...  It was possible 
stage effects, not character and personality 
he was after--"masses and periods."26 
La Brie emphasizes the effort required by James to 
make his characters reliable to the reader: 
The reader must feel that a close similarity 
exists between reality as the reader perceives 
2
 **Charles G. Hoffmann, The  Short Novels   of Henry 
James   (New York: Bookman Associates, 1957), p. 77. 
25Henry Seidel Canby, Turn   West*   Turn  East:   Mark 
Twain  and Henry  James   (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1951), p. 215. 
26Canby, p. 216. 
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it and reality as it is perceived by the 
reflector characters.  In the most gifted 
characters, consciousness means seeing 
what is really there, seeing more, quite 
often, than seems *to be there.  The shaping 
of these gifted characters was difficult 
2 7 
*     •     •     • 
In Maisie's situation, irony is unavoidable.  What is 
reliable perception for the child is not necessarily re- 
liable for the adult, or for the reader.  The discrepancy 
may become even greater when the child is obviously 
gifted; as Blackmur notes, James was concerned with de- 
picting only the finest of intelligences.  "His intention 
and all his labour was to represent dramatically intel- 
ligence at its most difficult, its most lucid, its most 
beautiful point."28  If a fine intelligence is to be 
found consistently in James's adult characters, it is 
difficult to fault him for following the same pattern 
when the central intelligence is a child. 
Cargill disagrees with Beach's statement that James 
renders "neither a story nor a serious subjective experi- 
ence."29  This view, he feels, shows an indifference 
27Ross La Brie, "Henry James's Idea of- Consciousness," 
AL,   39 (1968), 523. 
28Blackmur, ed., The  Art   of  the  Novel,   p. xiii. 
29Beach, Method,   p. 239. 
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on the part of the reader to the problem of comprehending 
the child-mind of Maisie: 
She is a perceptive observer of human passions 
and accumulates a wisdom which is only limited 
by the characteristic behavior of those among 
whom her lot is cast.  Though her first world 
is phantasmagoric, filled as with shadows 
bounding across a sheet, bit by bit it gains 
substance, gains, one might say, from the 
hardness of the reflected personages whom 
Maisie comes to know almost too completely. 
What more "serious subjective experience" 
could be designed than this?30 
Unfortunately Cargill joins the ranks of those other crit- 
ics who label Maisie corrupt because she offers her thir- 
teen-year-old virginity to Sir Claude; he credits Maisie 
with rivaling Mrs. Beale for sexual favors and gives Sir 
Claude the credit for the refusal.  His support for this 
reading rests partly on Maisie?s observation that Mrs. 
Beale has made love to Mrs. Wix, language that implies a 
sexual knowledge.  Such language rather underscores the 
vast discrepancy between language Maisie knows and lan- 
guage she understands.  Numerous other critics agree, of 
course, that the one knowledge Maisie lacks throughout 
J 
is a sexual one. 
Ward, for example, works with the external symmetry 
in the novel and its connection to Maisie, placing great 
30 Cargill, pp. 255-256 
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emphasis on her innocence: 
She is an observer of a sexual entanglement 
who is ignorant of the meaning of sex, a 
child with no conception of the properieties 
[sic] of adult relationships and therefore 
unable to recognize the improprieties.  Her 
language and her criteria come solely from    'cbr--. 
the environment created by the adults.  Be- 
cause she possesses not only "an innocence 
so saturated with knowledge" . . . but a 
knowledge so saturated with innocence, she 
comes to know things as objective facts, 
not as moral evidence.  Her innocence is 
most manifest in her freedom from the hypo- 
crisy, selfishness, greed, and lust of her 
parents and step-parents: the principal 
limitation of her knowledge is her ignorance 
of these.31 
Ward's term for Maisie, "literalist,"32 seems appropri- 
ately chosen. 
Putt criticizes James's sometimes "dense prose . . , 
so viscous, so glutinous"33; he feels "that obliquity of 
reference which sometimes accurately reflects a charac- 
ter's view of other people, or even the author's own 
fastidious distance from his distasteful crew, can too 
often be squandered on sheer old-maidish periphrasis."3*1 
31J. A. Ward, The  Search  for Form:   Studies   in   the 
Structure  of James's  Fiction   (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North 
Carolina Press, 1967), p. 155. 
32Ward, p. 15 5. 
33S. Gorley Putt, Henry  James:   A  Reader's   Guide 
(Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1966), p. 251. 
31fPutt, p. 251. 
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Although he .admits that James creates sympathy for both. 
Maisie and Mrs. Wix, his analysis of Maisie as a catalyst, 
who, "like all good catalysts . . . remains unattached 
and unaffected,"35 ignores in particular the last four 
chapters of the novel, where Maisie is most certainly in 
torment over the choice she must make.  The child who can 
admit to having lost everything (p. 27 3) has certainly 
been affected. 
Muriel Shine sees Maisie emerging from her violent 
situation unscathed: 
. . . she will be sacrificed on the altar 
of adult egotism . . . .  The sacrifice 
brings regeneration to those around her, 
not by her death, however, but by the "death 
of her childhood"--by the achievement of 
maturity.3 6 
She feels James's voice is directed against the "inhuman- 
ity of the egotistical adult world."37 
Several critics see Maisie emerging as a pragmatist, 
a rather realistic and valid view considering that she 
must first survive before she can become either morally 
good or corrupt.  Joseph Hynes takes this view--that her 
3 5 Putt, p. 248. 
36Muriel G. Shine, The  Fictional   Children  of Henry 
James   (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1969), 
p. 110. 
37Shine, p. 112. 
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vision "is entirely pragmatic.  She behaves according to 
what she sees, proceeds step by step in keeping entirely 
with what her impulses tell her, and emerges in admirable 
if isolated integrity from an objectively seamy series 
of encounters."3 8 
Obviously, much of the critical reaction to the 
novel tends to be polarized around one of the two extremes 
While Andreas sees Maisie   as well as all of James's work 
as a celebration of "the sense of being alive,"39 Girgus 
takes the other extreme and views Maisie as a character 
who retreats into an inner self—a death in life as it 
were—and describes her life as taking on "a pattern of 
schizophrenia."If0  Then, of course, there is the well- 
known disagreement between Marius Bewley and F. R. Leavis, 
both of whom see Maisie as remaining free of the corrup-' 
tion surrounding her, but disagreeing seriously on the 
tone of the novel.  According to Bewley, the story deals 
primarily with a pervasive evil which results in a tone 
of horror: 
38Joseph A. Hynes, "The Middle Way of Miss Farange," 
ELH,   32 (1965), 553. 
39Andreas, p. 2. 
'
f0Sam B. Girgus, "The Other Maisie: Inner Death and 
Fatalism in What Maisie  Knew,"  ArQ, 29 (1973), 118. 
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. . . the novel is the most magnificent 
portrayal in the language of the unfolding 
discretionary powers of a human being. 
What  Maisie   Knew  presents us with a world 
of horror, but the essence of that horror 
consists in the way we are able to isolate 
the grotesqueness of moral evil as it cari- 
catures and distorts human action and 
motive--to isolate it through the innocent 
eyes of a little girl whose vision is not 
sufficiently dulled by conventional experi- 
ence to absorb the singularity of the 
irregular world in which she lives.1*1 
His superlatives are not denied by Leavis but applied for 
a different reason: the achievement of "an extraordinarily 
high-spirited comedy,"lf2 whose closest approach to evil 
can be described as "moral squalor.',Jf3  The consideration 
of a third perspective' may validate both these views. 
Certainly a tone of horror cannot be attributed to the 
narrator or to Maisie.  It is perhaps by combining the 
naive eye of Maisie, which creates much of the comedy, 
with the ironic and cynical eye of the narrator, who des- 
cribes the moral squalor of the adults, that a third 
perspective is created--that of the reader who sees beyond 
the deliberate distancing to the ^violence and evil por- 
l|1Marius Bewley, "Appearance and Reality in Henry 
James," Scrutiny,   17 (1950), 113. 
lf2F. R. Leavis, "James's What  Maisie  Knew:   A Dis- 
agreement," Scrutiny,   17 (19 50), 119. 
lf3Leavis, p. 121. 
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trayed ever so subtly.  Consider the scene where Maisie 
remembers her mother violently pushing her down the stairs 
(p. 132).  James presents that scene through Maisie's 
later memory of it.  The lack of immediacy tends to soften 
the effect the reader would experience were he to feel 
with Maisie the actual event.  But the reader discovers 
with a kind of horror, after seeing several of these situ- 
ations, that Maisie really is a battered child, one who 
knows the dangers of the dark and of the punishing hair- 
brushes (p. 140).  Bewley may be right in terms of the 
impact of the novel on the reader's perception.  Martha 
Banta would support Bewley's view based on "the novel's 
language--the quality of its imagery and the violence of 
its hyperbole."1*1* 
Obviously, the particular point of view chosen by 
James is one of the major keys to an understanding of 
What Maisie  Knew, for it seems that much of the critical 
disagreement about the novel arises from differing under- 
standings of that viewpoint.  Though Lubbock does not 
specifically discuss Maisie   in The   Craft  of Fiction, his 
analysis of point of view and narrative method can be 
useful.  Many critics have noted the similarity of 
^Martha Banta, "The Quality of Experience in What 
Maisie  Knew,11   NEQ, 42 (1969), 485. 
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narrative method between Maisie   and the later The  Ambas- 
sadors,   agreeing that The  Ambassadors   uses an extended, 
more fully developed method of depicting a central 
consciousness.  In his discussion of The  Ambassadors , 
Lubbock describes the events of Strether's consciousness 
as a drama of the mind: 
.   .   . the author must so arrange matters 
that Strether's thought will all be made 
intelligible by a direct view of its surface. 
The immediate flaw or ripple of the moment, 
and the next and the next, will then take up 
the tale, like the speakers in a dialogue 
which gradually unfolds the subject of the 
play.  Below the surface, behind the outer 
aspect of his mind, we do not penetrate; 
this is drama, and in drama the spectator 
must judge by appearances.  When Strether's 
mind is dramatized, nothing is shown but the 
passing images that anybody might detect, 
looking down upon a mind grown visible. 
There is not drawing upon extraneous sources 
of information; Henry James knows all -there 
is to know of Strether, but he most carefully 
refrains from using his knowledge.  He wishes 
us to accept nothing from him on authority-- 
only to watch and learn.1*5 
Scenes are portrayed as Strether views them, limited by 
his field of vision, with their only importance being what 
he sees in a particular situation. 
The author has so fashioned his book that his 
own part in the narration is now unobtrusive 
to the last degree; he, the author, could not 
imaginably figure there more discreetly.  His 
**
5Percy Lubbock, The  Craft of Fiot%on   (London: Jona- 
than Cape, 1921), pp. 162-163. 
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part in the effect is no more than that 
of the playwright, who vanishes and leaves 
his people to act the story; only instead 
of men and women talking together, in 
Strether's case there are innumerable 
images of thought crowding across the 
stage, expressing the story in their be- 
haviour. **6 
In such a rendering, the reader never directly sees 
Strether's face.  Such is also the case with Maisie in 
innumerable scenes.  The reader is never given physical 
description of Maisie, other than that which appears 
through dialogue or through Maisie's memory.  She re- 
members the gentleman who pinched her calves and her 
conversations with Moddle about the "toothpick" legs 
of other children (p. 2 4).  It is thus that the reader 
learns her legs are thin.  Nor is the reader allowed to 
see, except in rare instances, how other characters 
evaluate what is happening to Maisie internally in any 
given situation.  Lubbock notes one inherent danger in 
this type of presentation: 
In that story the man or woman who acts as 
the vessel of sensation is always in danger 
of seeming a light, uncertain weight com- 
pared with the other people in the book  
simply because the other people are objective 
images, plainly outlines, while the seer in 
the midst is precluded from that advantage, 
and must see without being directly seen. 
He, who doubtless ought to bulk in the story 
46 Lubbock, pp. 16 4-16 5. 
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more massively than anyone, tends to remain 
the least recognizable of the company, and 
even to dissolve in a kind of impalpable 
blur."7 
The reader frequently must draw his own inferences and 
his own conclusions; from such necessity, some of the 
ambiguity of the novel arises.  Lubbock designates this 
method, as shown in The  Ambassadors , as "the art of 
dramatizing the picture of somebody's experience."1*8 
Following a discussion of The   Wings  of  the  Dove^   he notes: 
The story that is concerned, even entirely 
concerned, with the impact of experience 
upon a mind (Strether's, say) can be en- 
hanced to the pitch of drama, because thought 
has its tell-tale gestures and its peaking 
looks, just as much as an actor on the stage. 
Make use of these looks and gestures, ex- 
press the story through them, leave them to 
enact it--and you have a story which in its 
manner is effectively drama. 
Lubbock's discussion does not fully describe the nar- 
rative method in What Maisie  Knew, for although the center 
of interest is Maisie, and it is Maisie's mind the reader 
is to explore, James has already noted the necessity for 
her impressions to be amplified, thus the necessity for a 
narrator.  Lubbock states that most stories are not so 
^Lubbock, p. 2 59. 
48Lubbock, p. 171. 
*
9Lubbock, p. 186. 
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purely dramatic that they will tell themselves unaided 
without great sacrifice: 
These stories, therefore, which will not 
naturally accomodate themselves to the 
reader's point of view, and the reader's 
alone, we regard as rather pictorial than 
dramatic—meaning that they call for some 
narrator, somebody who knows, to contem- 
plate the facts and create an impression 
of them.  Whether it is the omniscient au- 
thor or a man in the book,\he must gather 
up his experience, compose a vision of it 
as it exists in his mind, and lay that be- 
fore the reader.  It is the reflection of 
an experience; and though there may be all 
imaginable diversity of treatment within 
the limits of the reflection, such is its 
essential character.  In a pictorial book 
the principle of the structure involves a 
point of view which is not the reader's.50 
In this second type of narration, 
The seeing eye is with somebody in the book, 
but its vision is reinforced; the picture 
contains more, becomes richer and fuller, 
because it is the author's as well as his 
creature's, both at once.  Nobody notices, 
but in fact there are now two brains behind 
that eye; and one of them is the author's, 
who adopts and shares the position of his 
creature, and at the same time supplements 
his wit.51 
With this type of narration, "there is no blurring of the 
focus by a double point of view."52  At any time, the 
narrator may silently withdraw and allow the drama within 
50Lubbock, p. 255. 
51Lubbock, p. 25 8. 
52Lubbock, p. 25 8. 
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the center of interest to unfold itself. This method 
can be seen in Maisie , particularly when the narrator 
is concentrating on Maisie's reactions to a situation 
rather than on the sordid intricacies of her environment. 
The narrator in What Maisie  Knew  has another face, 
however, one that is necessary to create that picture of 
the multiple sexual alliances and of the dehumanized, 
greedy, adult world that Maisie cannot comprehend at her , 
tender age.  It is this face that appears when the nar- 
rator becomes intrusive, directly addressing the reader, 
commenting through Maisie's consciousness in a language 
and syntax that are far beyond her years and experience. 
The critical problems arise in the separation of these 
viewpoints.  While the point of view is ostensibly 
Maisie's, the narrator actually provides two more—one 
that amplifies and intensifies Maisie's perceptions, and 
another that intrudes at innumerable points in the novel 
to call attention to the irony implicit in innocence 
flourishing amidst evil.  Those who attribute all the 
language and commentary to Maisie's consciousness cannot 
help seeing her as a child who "must have a bald head and 
a swallow-tail coat."53 
53Flannery O'Connor, Letters   of Flannery  O'Connor, 
The  Habit  of Being,   ed. Sally Fitzgerald (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979), pp. 332-333. 
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"Sister Kristin Morrison, while acknowledging the 
value of Lubbock's discussion, takes issue with his defi- 
nition of point of view as it applies to James's use in 
his Prefaces and offers some clarification: "For Lubbock, 
then, the term 'point of view' has two meanings--sayer 
and knower—and he uses sometimes the one meaning, some- 
times the other, sometimes the two combined. "5 **  She 
states that James's use of the term in the Prefaces re- 
fers only to "knower,"55 and that he prefers the term 
"centers" to point of view.  She distinguishes between 
two types of centers used by James: 
this center can be either the "central in- 
telligence" or the character who knows, 
evaluates, appreciates the situation, or 
at least whose knowledge determines what 
the reader knows: or it can mean the citadel 
of interest, the interest-center of the 
situation itself as it appeals to the artist 
and to the reader.  Occasionally these two 
centers merge, as in Strether of The  Ambas- 
sadors  or, as ironic center, inHaisie.56 
The former, or "Jamesian knowing-center,"57 delineates 
the character's view of the situation from within the 
5
**Sister Kristin Morrison, "James's and Lubbock's 
Differing Points of View," NCF,   16 (1961), 247.  ' 
55Morrison, p. 247. 
56Morrison, p. 250. 
57Morrison, p. 254. 
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novel, and the latter the view from outside the novel 
as seen by the artist and/or the reader.  In this con- 
text, Maisie becomes the knowing-center, and the intru- 
sive narrator  assumes the extra-narrative point of 
view.  Such a narrative scheme implies a deliberate 
double focus not provided for by Lubbock's discussion-- 
a double vision as well as a double truth--a deliberate 
intention by James, supportable by his reference to the 
two faces of the medal in the Preface.  Such a scheme 
may also result in ambiguity.  James was aware of the 
special problems inherent in working with the conscious- 
ness of a child; although the child may not fully compre- 
hend a situation, the reader must be able to do so; the 
narrator-observer, therefore functions as elucidator and 
interpreter. 
Both discussions of point of view by Lubbock and 
Morrison, while elucidating parts of the Jamesian method, 
are at times hazy, creating ambiguities of their own. 
William Thomas offers some clarification of certain terms 
which may shed additional light.  He agrees with the for- 
mer critics that James rarely used the term "point of 
view": "his terms were central intelligence and center 
of interest or center of the subject (in someone's con- 
sciousness; not 'center of consciousness' as so many 
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commentators have written). . . #"58  The difference 
may appear to be minuscule, but Thomas's point is that 
James never so severely limited his narration to exclude 
completely an authorial presence as is commonly done by 
twentieth-century novelists; thus to chastise him for 
narrative intrusions is to reason from a faulty premise. 
Thomas does note the use of the terms "mirror," "reflec- 
tor," and "register" as interchangeable terms for con- 
sciousness . 5 9 
Beach, in a second work, The   Twentieth   Century  Novel, 
notes that James carried "the principle of the limited 
point of view farther than any writer had ever done."60 
Beach states that "James was aware of the frequent con- 
trast between what lies in the foreground and the back- 
ground of the spirit"61; however, having discovered that 
his interest was not in psychological evaluation of motive, 
James started further limiting his point of view, and not 
58William B. Thomas, "The Author's Voice in The Am- 
bassadors,"  Journal  of Narrative  Technique , 1 (1971), 108. 
59Thomas, p. 10 9. 
60Joseph Warren Beach, The   Twentieth   Century  Novel: 
Studies   in  Technique   (New York: D. Appleton-Century 
Company, 19 32), p. 19 8'. 
61Beach, Novel, p. 19 7. 
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going behind the character.  Of Maisie,   Beach says, "a 
single point of view is maintained virtually without 
interruption from beginning to end."62  There seems to 
be a problem either with Beach's reading of the novel 
or with his definition of terms.  Though the focus of 
the novel is Maisie, though she is obviously the mirror 
that reflects all going on around her, and though she is 
the consciousness that must expand, whether to be cor- 
rupted or saved, there are several examples in the novel 
of viewpoints of other characters, and numerous examples 
not only of direct intrusion by the narrator but also 
of that narrator's going behind Maisie to explain further 
what she is not yet able to articulate or understand. 
Snell seems to have fallen into the same trap; he denies 
altogether the presence of a narrator whom James acknow- 
ledged and justified: "James managed uncannily to convey 
all the implication of the theme without going outside 
the account given by naive, if precocious Maisie.  His 
dramatic irony is perfect."63 
Wayne Booth, in The  Rhetoric  of Fiction,   offers fur- 
ther insight into the problem James faced.  He describes 
6 2 Beach, Novel,   p. 19 8. 
63Edwin Marion Snell, The  Modern  Fables   of Henry 
James   (New York: Russell and Russell, 1967), p. 38. 
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how intensity of illusion may be destroyed by the pre- 
sence of an omniscient narrator: 
There can be no intensity of illusion if 
the author is present, constantly reminding 
us of his unnatural wisdom.  Indeed there 
can be no illusion of life where there is 
no bewilderment . . . and the omniscient 
narrator is obviously not bewildered.  The 
process most like the process of life is 
that of observing events through a convincing, 
human mind, not a godlike mind unattached"to 
the human condition.  At the same time mere 
bewildered limitation is not enough; if the 
experience is to be more intense than our 
own observations, the mind used as observer 
must be "the most polished of possible mir- 
rors . " 6 * 
In this case, the mind that will serve as the polished 
mirror is Maisie's.  Bewilderment in a child's mind is a 
foregone conclusion, but how much bewilderment can the 
novel endure before going beyond "muddlement" to outright 
chaos?  In this case, the intensity of illusion can be 
strengthened by the presence of another mind.  The om- 
niscience of that mind is the point in question.  It is 
here, it seems, that in What Maisie  Knew,  James reaches 
his height, for his narrator displays limited omniscience, 
only occasionally being able to survey the consciousnesses 
of other characters; even though he positions himself 
above Maisie, and thus appears god-like, there are times 
within the novel where even he admits to not being able 
6
"Booth, p. 45. 
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to articulate adequately her "noiseless mental footsteps" 
(p. 221).  In this particular instance, the narrator 
states that the reader will merely have to accept his 
word.  Shortly thereafter, however, with the phrase, "I 
am not sure" (p. 221), he indicates some confusion about 
Maisie's understanding.  This phrase not only limits his 
omniscience but performs the double function of emphasiz- 
ing Maisie's possible bewilderment.  (Examples of this 
type of narrative disclaimer will be detailed later.) 
Tanner's discussion of James's method is quite lucid, 
particularly in relation to the separation of viewpoints. 
He refers to James's use of "the wondering naive eye"65 
and the "luminous zero."66  James's success, he feels, 
lies in the separation of ."the naive eye and the voice 
of the 'conscious conscience' so that candour and condem- 
nation are not combined in one sensibility."67  Ultimate- 
ly, he feels the novel "hinges' on what Maisie does not 
know."68  But the novel also hinges on what the reader 
65Tony Tanneri The  Reign  of Wonder:   Naivety  and' 
Reality  in American Literature   (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Univ. Press, -1965), p. 280. 
66Tanner, p. 2 81. 
67Tanner, p. 2 81. 
6
"Tanner, p. 28 8. 
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does  know—knowledge he is able to gain by combining 
those carefully separated viewpoints. 
Sears's explanation of James's method also isolates 
two viewpoints, Maisie's and a narrator's: 
Maisie's less simple perceptions are put 
into the narrator's terms; he transposes — 
in James's word "translates"--her nonverbal 
awareness into verbal awareness, which is 
to say consciousness as we ordinarily think 
of it.  In this sense it may be said that he 
is her consciousness.  The result is a double 
displacement: the narrator has no "concern" 
of his own but takes hers; Maisie has no (or 
none other than a simple) language of her 
own, but takes (is provided with) his.  This 
displacement imposes a considerable distance 
between us and the heroine and is one of the 
things that account for a certain attenuated, 
detached, disembodied quality that the novel 
has. ...  In this case, we experience the 
consciousness of the narrator as it is trans- 
lating—making conscious—the perceptions of 
the central character, who is herself engaged 
almost exclusively in deciphering a mysterious, 
misleading reality in which there appears a 
discrepancy between what the other characters 
do or say and what they mean—that is, between 
their consciousnesses and some mask by which 
they obscure them.69 
Sears calls this method a "division or fragmentation of 
perspective."70' It would seem, however, that "expansion" 
as a term has even greater validity.  If Maisie's percep- 
tions are valid, as are the narrator's, then the reader 
69Sears, pp. 30-31. 
70Sears, p. 31. 
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may combine them, with his own moral attitude, to form 
a third perspective: all contain truth. 
Such a narrative method, though ostensibly providing 
one point of view, Maisie's, actually presents two from 
within the novel.  The narrator provides the second view- 
point, but in some cases he is so subtly used as a filter 
for Maisie, that the reader is not totally aware of the 
second pair of eyes.  Much of the blending occurs through 
language and imagery, as will be noted later.  The com- 
bination' of the two perspectives from within the novel 
results in a third and extra-narrative perspective, that 
of the reader.  It is he who must synthesize the double 
focus of the novel; in so doing, the reader may discover 
one or more new effects:-horror, comedy, pathos, any one, 
of which may exist independently of the operant tone of 
the novel in a particular scene.  James's use of the 
narrator is primarily responsible for this multiplicity 
of perspectives. 
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Chapter II 
The Reporter's View: The Dispassionate Narrator 
It is the presence of the James-ian narrator in What 
Maisie   Knew   that has caused many of the critical problems 
in the novel.  Those critics who have faulted James for . 
his inconsistency in narrative viewpoint have done so 
based on the presence of a narrator in a work which pur- 
ports to represent only the consciousness of a child. 
Those critics who ignore the presence of the narrator 
fault the portrayal of Maisie because they attribute all 
the perceptions in the novel to the mind of the child. 
Walter Isle, however, clearly identifies the necessity 
for a narrator's presence: The reader 
must experience the events and make his judg- 
ments of the action.  He also sees the 
appearances of the various characters in 
the simple outlines that Maisie gives, but 
he must fill in those outlines.  James's 
technique in this necessitates a further 
distinction—among the central consciousness, 
reader, and a third person, the narrator. 
The narrator directs our understanding through 
style, particularly through the irony implicit 
in Maisie's innocent reactions to uninnocent 
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events, a relationship formalized and made 
ironic in James's language.1 
The novel's tone has also been a major subject of dis- 
agreement, again due primarily to the presence of the 
narrator.  Although James did not mention another voice 
in his Notebooks,   he was quite clear in the "Preface to 
What  Maisie  Knew11   about the need for amplification and 
clarification of what was occurring in the child's 
mind, and the novel displays no deliberate attempt to 
hide the narrator.  Narrative intrusions are numerous 
and significant enough to make his presence constantly 
felt. 
The narrator presents additional critical problems 
because he is not readily identifiable.  Unlike the 
narrators of many of James's works, the narrator of 
What Maisie  Knew  is not a character or a participant 
in the story.  He has no face, no form--only a voice 
that sometimes speaks through Maisie and sometimes around 
her.  Sears, who feels the narrator determines the tone 
of the novel, describes him as "an anonymous, disembodied, 
adult, ironic voice,"2 and sees his attitude as "worldly, 
*Walter Isle, Experiments  in  Form   (Cambridge: Harvard 
Univ. Press, 1968), p. 136. 
2Sears, p. 29. 
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amused, sophisticated, and totally unshocked."3  Pos- 
sessed of all these qualities, the narrator must also be 
considered cynical and occasionally judgmental.  Hodgdon 
describes the role of the narrator as the center of a 
fantasy world: 
The world-as-circus trope applies eloquently 
to the society James has projected through 
the magic lantern show of narrative.  There 
is sleight of hand, juggling, the inflated, 
incredible, deceptive rhetoric, visual incon- 
gruity explained by elaborate mechanical 
arrangements, exotic animals in the ring, 
bareback riding performers, and at the center, 
supreme in all, the narrator-ringmaster. ** 
The ringmaster, however, is not the star; he is the direc- 
tor and the organizer of events.  Star status belongs to 
the performers.  In just such a way is Maisie the focus 
of the novel through the narrator's smooth manipulations 
of the events she sees.  At times the narrator speaks in 
her language and syntax, and sometimes she speaks in his. 
His tone, when speaking through Maisie and supporting her 
perceptions and feelings, is usually sympathetic; as her, 
IT 
advocate, he often creates pathos for the reader.  When 
the narrator speaks over or around Maisie, he is usually 
describing some facet of her corrupt environment incompre- 
hensible to her.  This voice is often bitter, ironic, and 
3Sears, p. 29. 
^Hodgdon, p. 91, 
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sometimes judgmental.  The resulting tone for the reader, 
however, is often comic as the narrator's truth is blended 
with that of Maisie, who reacts only to the surface situ- 
ation.  The reader may ultimately perceive the whole with 
horror at the evil in which the child is forced to live, 
at the innocence surrounded by adult selfishness and ego- 
tism.  To attempt to force the novel into one mode--to 
say that there must be one dominant tone or one final 
effect for the reader--is to do it a great disservice: 
it is to deny the variety,■--the richness, and the multiple 
perspectives that James has carefully woven into the 
novel's fabric. 
Because the narrator is not a participant in the 
story, because he has no motive other than to tell Mai- 
sie' s story and to clarify her focus, the reader must be 
able to consider him reliable.  His changes in tone and 
in language, as well as his narrative intrusions, are 
dictated not by personal motive but by the events in 
the story as Maisie experiences them; his role must be_ 
flexible.  In his treatment of Maisie, the narrator is 
consistently sympathetic and occasionally comic; in his 
treatment of the Faranges, bitter and cynical; and in 
his treatment of the situation, ironic and judgmental. 
Given the situation at the novel's opening, the reader 
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knows that what is good for Maisie will always be an 
inconvenience for her parents.  What her parents see as 
"good" for them will always work against the welfare of 
the child.  To articulate both these perspectives is 
the function of this Jamesian narrator, and James has 
achieved a remarkable and realistic blending.. But im- 
portant as the narrator is, he never upstages Maisie. 
She remains the focus as he helps her to articulate 
those things that a child-mind would not be expected 
to comprehend. 
The narrator establishes his role as observer in the 
prologue to the novel, where he sets the opening situa- 
tion, describes the combatants and their objects, sets a 
double tone of comic appreciation and moral disapproval, 
yet makes his sympathies perfectly clear.  That opening 
section foreshadows the ambiguity so evident later in the 
novel; the reader may laugh at the absurdities of adults 
and the innocent remarks of the uncomprehending child, 
but it is obvious that the narrator wishes the reader to 
share his sympathy for Maisie and his revulsion for the 
Faranges.  Through the narrator, the reader learns imme- 
diately that Maisie had been a tool used by Ida Farange 
to keep her husband in check; she had provided a sum of 
money to Beale for Maisie's maintenance in order that "he 
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would take no proceedings" (p. 15).  But that contract 
was not to be honored.  In a brutalized version of the 
Biblical story, the custody of Maisie is "disposed of in 
a manner worthy of the judgement-seat of Solomon.  She 
was divided in two and the portions tossed impartially 
to the disputants" (p. 18).  The narrator's callous 
phrases "disposed of," "divided in two," and "portions 
tossed impartially" immediately put to rest any tempta- 
tion the reader may have to consider the adult partici- 
pants wise , 
The narrator's attempt to create ironic distance is 
seen from the beginning.  In the original version, pub- 
lished in the Chap Book,  the child was not objectively 
"divided" but more harshly "cut in twain."5  The narrator, 
like a court reporter, describes the proceedings in lan- 
guage that emphasizes Maisie as an object to be disposed 
of as might be done in any fair property settlement.  The 
original version's "divorce-court"6 is revised to the more 
formal "tribunal" (p. 18), where weighty matters are al- 
ways decided equitably.  Much of the language of the first 
5Henry James, "What Maisie Knew," Chap  Book,   6 
(1897), 214. 
6James, Chap  Book,   6, 214. 
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two paragraphs, all attributable to the narrator, empha- 
sizes the legal proceedings that might be followed in 
the signing of a business agreement: "the litigation  had 
seemed interminable. . . .  The obligation  thus attributed 
to her adversary  was no small balm to Ida's resentment" - 
(emphasis added, p. 15); Beale must accept "a compromise 
proposed by his legal  advisors .   .   . . his debt  was . . . 
remitted  to him" (emphasis added, p. 18).  These terms all 
emphasize a fair and impartial distribution of the proper- 
ty in question.  The irony, however, is made manifest from 
the beginning when the reader realizes that this language 
all describes the fate of a little girl.  Samuels notes, 
"Such 'justice' suits a world in which 'beauty' is bait 
for vice, 'freedom' the power to indulge one's whims, and 
where everyone seeks to 'square' others the better to take 
with ease."7 
Nor does the narrator overlook comedy in the opening 
section.  The Faranges are not possessed of any "ornament" 
(p. 18) like a presentable friend who could care for the 
child.  In Maisie's situation, such a presentable friend 
is the one quality that could have made her life relative- 
ly normal, hardly a luxury.  The fact that the Faranges 
Samuels, p. 185. 
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are possessed of no presentable friends is an incisively 
judgmental comment on the narrator's part, and the nar- 
rator continues relentlessly in his picture of the 
Faranges: 
the disunited couple had at last grounds 
for expecting a time'of high activity. 
They girded their loins, they felt as if 
the quarrel had only begun.  They felt 
indeed more married than ever, inasmuch as 
what marriage had mainly suggested to them 
was the unbroken opportunity to quarrel, 
(p. 19) 
The description of the Faranges, who are "awfully good- 
looking" (p. 20), completes the ironic humor in the pro- 
logue.  It also prepares the reader for entrance into 
Maisie's consciousness: 
They made up together, for instance, some 
twelve feet three of stature, and nothing 
was more discussed than the apportionment 
of this quantity.  The sole flaw in Ida's 
beauty was a length and reach of arm condu- 
cive perhaps to her having so often beaten 
her ex-husband at billiards, a game in which 
she showed a superiority largely account- 
able, as she maintained, for the resentment 
finding expression in his physical violence. 
Billiards was her great accomplishment and 
the distinction"her name always first pro- 
duced the mention of.  Notwithstanding some 
very long lines everything about her that 
might have been large and that in many women 
profited by the licence was, with a single 
exception, admired and cited for its small- 
ness.  The exception was her eyes, which 
might have been of mere regulation size, 
but which overstepped the modesty of nature;, 
her mouth, on the other hand, was barely 
perceptible. . . . Beale Farange had natural 
decorations, a kind of costume in his vast 
*% 
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fair beard, burnished like a gold breast- 
plate, and in the eternal glitter of the 
teeth that his long moustache had been 
trained not to hide.  (pp. 20-21) 
The absurdity inherent in the parents' combined stature, 
Ida's magnificent reach of arm, and Beale's trained mous- 
tache tells the reader he may laugh with the narrator at 
such ridiculous adults, but his laughter will be tinged 
with a bitter irony when it is remembered that these 
adults are responsible for the welfare of a small child. 
The narrator is inviting the reader to share two sets of 
perceptions: to perceive surfaces with Maisie, and those 
truths underlying them with him.  This passage also care- 
fully sets the stage for participation in Maisie's con- 
sciousness.  The original version of Maisie   described 
the parents' combined stature as twelve feet.8  The 
change to "twelve feet three"'heightens the absurdity, 
and emphasizes the overwhelming effect two such very tall 
parents must have on a small child, who would constantly 
have to be looking up.  Both the narrator and Maisie will 
later be very conscious of eyes, teeth, and hands as they 
relate first to the Faranges, and then to Mrs. Beale and 
Sir Claude. 
The narrator's sympathetic tone as it relates to 
'James, Chap  Book,   6, 215 
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Maisie is also quite evident in the prologue.  About the 
words "'poor little monkey!'" (p. 19), spoken by the one 
charitable lady who comes forward, the narrator states, 
"the words were an epitaph for the tomb of Maisie's 
childhood" (p. 19).  She has at this point no idea of 
the "ordeal that awaited her little unspotted soul" (p. 
19); but the narrator carefully foreshadows the outcome: 
"no one could conceive in advance that they [the Faranges] 
would be able to make nothing ill" (p. 19).  Clearly his 
sympathies are to lie with Maisie in her "ordeal." 
The narrator's position in the prologue is that of 
) ) one of those spectators* who knows the Faranges and who 
is watching the disposal of Maisie: 
Their rupture had resounded, and after being 
perfectly insignificant together they would 
be decidedly striking apart.  Had they not 
produced an impression that warranted people 
in looking for appeals in the newspapers for 
the rescue of the little one--reverberation, 
ami'd a vociferous public, of the idea that 
some movement should be started or some 
benevolent person should come forward? (p. 18) 
The additional phrase, "what was clear to any spectator" 
(p. 19), shows that the narrator is merely reporting on 
events that any observer would notice in a situation so 
ripe for gossip and idle chatter.  He also sets the stage 
for his own later intrusions with the use of the phrase, 
"in the manner I have mentioned" (p. 18).  The reader must 
know at this point that he will be in the presence of a 
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guiding observer-narrator, whose tone will alternate 
among sympathy for Maisie, revulsion for the Faranges, 
and cynical, ironic humor for the entire situation. 
Once the narrator has set the stage, he moves in 
and out of Maisie's consciousness, sometimes commenting 
on his own and at other times commenting through Maisie; 
thus, the world of this "patient little girl" (p. 23) 
is "phantasmagoric [narrator's language]--strange shadows 
dancing on a sheet [Maisie's language]" (p. 23).  Philip 
Weinstein describes a part of James's narrative method 
in his study.  He sees James's ability to move "between 
outer and inner perspectives"9 indicative of two kinds 
of vision which achieve a poignancy impossible without 
the interior perspective.  As a result, "the realistic 
perspective born of distance, and comedy can mingle unex- 
pectedly with pathos."10  A number of passages in the 
novel amply illustrate this thesis.  Weinstein chooses 
Maisie's introduction to Mrs. Wix in Chapter 4: 
She had struck her at first, just after Miss 
Overmore, as terrible; but something in her 
voice at the end of an hour touched the little 
girl in a spot that had never even yet been 
9Philip Weinstein, Henry James  and the Requirements 
of the  Imagination   (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1971), 
75. 
1 o Weinstein, p. 75. 
54 
reached.  Maisie knew later what it was, 
though doubtless she couldn't have made a 
statement of it: these were things that a 
few days' talk with Mrs• Wix quite lighted 
up.  The principal one was a matter Mrs. 
Wix herself always immediately mentioned: 
she had had a little girl quite of her own, 
and the little girl had been killed on the 
spot.  She had had absolutely nothing else 
in all the world, and her affliction had 
broken her heart.  It was comfortably es- 
tablished between them that Mrs. Wix's 
heart was broken.  What Maisie felt was 
that she had been, with passion and anguish, 
a mother, and that this was something Miss 
Overmore was not, something (strangely, con- 
fusingly) that mamma was even less. 
. So it was that in the course of an 
extraordinarily short time she found herself 
as deeply absorbed in the image of her lit- 
tle dead Clara Matilda, who, on a crossing 
in the Harrow Road, had been knocked down 
and crushed by the cruellest of hansoms, as 
she had ever found herself in the family 
group made vivid by one of seven.  (pp. 34-35) 
Weinstein describes the narrator's moving from an exterior 
view at the beginning of the passage, to an interior view 
with the use of "always," which invokes Maisie's memory, 
to the surprise Maisie feels at Mrs. Wix's motherhood. 
The reader is saved from over-sentimentalizing Mrs. Wix's 
broken heart because the thought is Maisie's.  Yet 
abruptly the reader is given a comic perspective: "It 
was comfortably established between them that Mrs. Wix's 
heart was broken."  The narrator's comic appreciation 
fits Mrs. Wix's indulgence of her broken heart and Maisie's 
innocent sympathy for it. . Weinstein points out the mixture 
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in the next sentence of adult ("passion and angu\ish") 
and childish ("mamma") diction that creates a much 
stronger impression than either one by itself would 
have.  He notes a second shift to a comic perspective 
in the next paragraph with the use of "cruellest" to 
describe the hansom.*1     This method for distancing the 
reader is continued with Maisie's understanding of 
everything about Clara Matilda's "little mutilated 
life" (p. 35).  The child's a>nd the adult's shared lan- 
guage creates pathos and comedy because both Mrs. Wix 
and Maisie sympathetically carry the torch for poor 
little Clara Matilda. 
Another passage that beautifully illustrates this 
particular method is found in Chapter 11 where Maisie 
observes her mother on one of her infrequent visits to 
the school room: 
Her visits were as good as an outfit; her 
manner, as Mrs. Wix once said, as good as a 
pair of curtains but she was a person ad- 
dicted to extremes — sometimes barely speak- 
ing to her child and sometimes pressing 
this tender shoot to a bosom cut, as Mrs. 
Wix had also observed, remarkably low. 
She was always in a fearful hurry, and the 
lower the bosom was cut the more it was to 
be gathered she was wanted elsewhere.  She 
usually broke in alone, but sometimes Sir 
1 I Weinstein, pp. 75-77 
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Claude was with her, and during all the 
earlier period there was nothing on which 
these appearances had had so delightful a 
bearing as on the way her ladyship was, as 
Mrs. Wix expressed it, under the spell, 
"but isn't  she under it!" Maisie used in 
thoughtful but familiar reference to exclaim 
after Sir Claude had swept mamma away in 
peals of natural laughter.  Not even in the 
old days of the convulsed ladies had she 
heard mamma laugh so freely as in these mo- 
ments of conjugal surrender, to the gaiety 
of which even a little girl could see she 
had at last a right--a little girl whose 
thoughtfulness was now all happy selfish 
meditation on good omens and future fun. 
(p. 81) 
Again James begins with an exterior view of Maisie's per- 
ception, augmented by her memory of Mrs. Wix's remarks, 
interrupted by the narrator's reference to "extremes" 
and augmented again by Mrs. Wix's reference to the low- 
cut bosom.  The shift to an interior perspective occurs 
with Maisie's coupling of two facts: low-cut bosoms gen- 
erally coincided with her mother's being wanted elsewhere. 
Maisie's conclusion is still a surface one, but the nar- 
rator's influence provides an incisive moral judgment 
which the reader cannot miss.  The coupling of two per- 
spectives again creates the comic effect of distancing. 
It is enforced by Maisie's repetition of Mrs. Wix's ob- 
servation that her mother is certainly "under the spell." 
Maisie's perception of happiness, which she associates 
with her mother's laugh, is rendered finally ironic and 
pathetic by the narrator's insertion of "conjugal surren- 
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der"; Maisie thinks her mother's gaiety a good omen, 
but the tone of the passage undercuts her view and adds 
pathos. 
At times it is not clear which perceptions are 
Maisie's and which are the narrator's, a distinction 
crucial to any interpretation of her knowledge and actions 
at the end of the novel and therefore responsible for much 
of the ambiguity.  At age six and one-half, Maisie is 
"the little feathered shuttlecock they could fiercely 
keep flying between them" (p. 2 7).  Whose perception is 
"feathered shuttlecock"?  Can a child of that age conceive 
of herself as the battered object in a game of badminton 
played "fiercely" by her parents?  In all probability 
these words must be considered the narrator's; yet Maisie 
is a sensitive, precocious child who could conceivably 
see herself as some type of object.  When Maisie hears 
Miss Overmore called courageous for appearing at Beale 
Farange's house, the narrator through her consciousness 
labels her a "martyr" (p. 33).  That word, in that con- 
text, would be highly unusual in the vocabulary of an 
eight-year-old.  The fact that "martyr" represents a 
change from the original version's "friend"12 also sup- 
1 2 James,   Chap  Book,   6,   219 
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ports this view.  "Friend" could have been Maisie's word, 
but "martyr" could belong only to a more mature mind that 
sees irony implicit in its usage.  The narrator here is 
imposing his heavily satiric judgment on Miss Overmore, 
beautifully contrasted with Maisie's view, again giving 
the reader that double perspective. 
This method of interfusing the narrator's language 
and adult views with Maisie's consciousness is maintained 
throughout the novel.  Hodgdon notes the relationship of 
the narrator to the success of the novel as a whole: 
The success or failure of the book rests 
with the ingenuity of the narrator whose 
creative intervention will bring the world 
and creatures Maisie knows before us . . 
. . the history of Maisie's education is 
persuasive largely because of the narrator's 
talent for imagining and articulating an 
experience that would otherwise remain in- 
effable.  The device of the "indirect obser- 
ver" has in this case a rational basis and 
latitude.  This rationale can be used to 
justify any violation of accepted narrative 
practice.  What at first appeared to threaten 
any narrative attempt with "strangulation" 
has with a single deft stroke been turned 
into a virtually impregnable critical defense 
of technique.13 
As the novel progresses,, the reader may notice an increas- 
ing amount of dialogue from Maisie and more confrontations 
between characters, techniques that serve the dramatic 
1 3 Hodgdon, p. 59 
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method; but such changes only reflect Maisie's increasing 
ability to articulate, concomitant with her increasing 
age and understanding.  Walter Isle believes that 
[t]he early stretches of narrative, of 
"picture," interspersed with only very 
brief scenes are quite appropriate to 
Maisie's infancy when the general impres- 
sions of her- situation have a much greater 
significance than the very limited role 
she could possibly have in any scene;' and 
an extended scene without her participation 
would shift the focus of the novel from 
Maisie herself.  As Maisie matures in the 
second act of-the novel, she becomes more 
articulate and thus better able to carry 
her part in a dramatic scene.11* 
The fusion of narrator and central intelligence continues, 
nevertheless, particularly as Maisie must contemplate in- 
creasingly difficult abstractions.  The narrator becomes 
more important as a filter through which the reader 
understands Maisie's understandings.  For example, con- 
sider Maisie's contemplation of her overly long stay at 
her father's.  She has remained weeks and weeks beyond 
the scheduled time when her mother should have picked 
her up: 
It was a game like another, and Mrs. Wix's 
visit was clearly the first move in it. 
Maisie found in this exchange of asperities 
a fresh incitement to the unformulated 
fatalism in which her sense of her own 
l «* Isle, p. 149. 
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career had long since taken refuge; and 
it was the beginning for her of a deeper 
prevision that, in spite of Miss Overmore's 
brilliancy and Mrs. Wix's passion, she 
should live to see a change in the nature 
of the struggle she appeared to have come 
into the world to produce.  It would still 
be essentially a struggle but its object 
would now be not  to receive her. (p. 52) 
The only sentences clearly attributable to Maisie are 
the first and final ones.  At age nine or ten, Maisie 
cannot be expected to use such words as "asperities," 
"incitement," and "unformulated fatalism."  Nor is she 
probably capable of articulating the idea that her mission 
in life is to produce a struggle between her parents. 
That fatalistic and cynical vision belongs to the nar- 
rator.  The passage, nevertheless, emphasizes the final 
thought, which belongs to Maisie: her parents do not want 
her.  That thought is the skeleton of the entire passage, 
fully fleshed by the adult narrator. 
Several brief passages further/illustrate the nar- 
rator' s role as filter and interpreter of Maisie's per- 
ceptions.  When Sir Claude returns Maisie to her father's 
house, "Mrs. Beale fairly swooped upon her, and the 
effect of the whole hour was to show the child how much, 
how quite formidably indeed, after all, she was loved" 
(p. 107).  The child knows she is loved, as Mrs. Beale's 
swooping shows her, but the narrator's use of "formidably" 
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casts an ironic tone over the scene and creates a double 
focus.  "Maisie was familiar from of old with the prin- 
ciple at least of the care that a woman, as Mrs. Beale 
phrased it, attractive and exposed must take of her 
'character,' and was duly impressed with the rigour of 
her stepmother's scruples" (p. 137).  Maisie may be 
impressed with how careful her stepmother is, but she 
probably does not understand Mrs. Beale's use of the 
word "character," nor do the words "rigour" and "scruples" 
reflect her perception; instead, the reader^is enjoying 
the narrator's sarcasm.  The reader knows about Mrs. 
Beale's "scruples," and how rigorous she is about her 
character.  Through the narrator's irony, the discrepancy 
between the appearance and reality of "scruples" is 
beautifully delineated. 
The narrator uses the same type of ironic humor 
later in the same sequence to describe the attendance 
of Mrs. Beale and Maisie at a lecture: "Her stepdaughter, 
all ready from the earliest hours, almost leaped over 
the banister to respond, and they dashed out together in 
quest of learning as hard as. they often dashed back to 
release Mrs. Beale for other preoccupations" (p. 138). 
Though Maisie is no doubt capable of making such a com- 
parison in her own mind, it is doubtful that she would 
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be capable of using this formal, rhetorically balanced 
structure.  The original version used the word "engage- 
ments"15 instead of "preoccupations."  The change adds 
additional humor for the reader because, being a more 
general term it is more open for double entendre. 
Maisie might understand "engagements," but "preoccupa- 
tions" even without a double meaning would be more 
difficult for her.  The word must be attributable to 
the narrator, but in his role as filter of her thoughts, 
he also emphasizes her probable bewilderment over all 
the rushing around.  The reader by this time knows all 
too well what types of "preoccupations" are enjoyed by 
Mrs. Beale.  The equation of the quest for learning 
with those "preoccupations" is a lovely satiric touch 
by the narrator, who comments beneath the surface per- 
ceived by Maisie. 
Occasionally the narrator tells the reader that he 
will act as interpreter: "Maisie expressed in  her own 
way  the truth that she never went home nowadays without 
expecting to find the temple of her studies empty and 
the poor priestess cast out" (emphasis added, p. 99). 
Maisie reveals a fear of having her security disrupted 
1 5 James, Chap  Book,   6, <+3 3 
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and also displays the special light in which she regards 
Mrs. Wix, but the narrator's religious diction creates 
an ironic effect. 
Even at times when Maisie contemplates an event in 
her own language, the narrator may suddenly comment in- 
cisively through her thoughts.  Such a situation occurs 
when Maisie accompanies her father to the Countess's 
apartment.  Here she feels she has entered the Arabian 
Nights, and most of her perceptions are centered on ob- 
jects of brilliance and beauty.  The apartment is "the 
most beautiful she had ever seen in her life" (p. 145), 
an observation in language that can be realistically ex- 
pected from a child; however, when the narrator provides 
a moral judgment, the language changes dramatically from 
her sensual impressions: 
In the middle of the small bright room and 
the presence of more curtains and cushions, 
more pictures and mirrors, more palm-trees 
drooping over brocaded and gilded nooks, 
more little silver boxes scattered over 
the little crooked tables and little oval 
miniatures hooked upon velvet screens than 
Mrs. Beale and her ladyship together could, 
in an unnatural alliance, have dreamed of 
mustering, the child became aware, with a 
sharp foretaste of compassion, of something 
that was strangely like a relegation to 
obscurity of each of those women of taste, 
(p. 145) 
The "sharp foretaste" of the revised novel was originally 
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the "swift possibility."16  The revision is much stronger, 
indicating that James must have wanted Maisie to experi- 
ence a powerful emotional reaction.  Although she probably 
cannot articulate a thought about compassion, she experi- 
ences the feeling as she becomes aware that in some way 
her mother and stepmother are both lacking. 
The narrator often intensifies Maisie's reactions, 
thoughts, and feelings for the reader at the same time 
that he provides a double focus.  When Ida arrives at 
Folkestone for her final confrontation with Maisie, she 
complains about how rushed the day has been.  With his 
characteristic irony, the narrator clarifies and intensi- 
fies Maisie's reactions: 
The statement may surprise, but these were 
really as obliging if not as lucid words as, 
into her daughter's ears at least, Ida's 
lips had ever dropped; and there was a quick 
desire in the daughter that for the hour at 
any rate they should duly be welcomed as a 
ground of intercourse. Certainly mamma had 
a charm which, when turned on, became a 
large explanation; and the only danger now 
in an impulse to applaud it would be that of 
appearing to signalise its rarity. Maisie, 
however, risked the peril in the geniality 
of an admission that Ida had indeed had a 
rush; and she invited Sir Claude to expose 
himself by agreeing with her that the rush 
had been even worse than theirs, (p. 171) 
The first clause represents a narrative intrusion, directed 
v 
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at the reader.  The remainder of the sentence reflects 
Maisie's hope, in the narrator's language, that for once 
she and her mother may be able to talk.  The use of 
"mamma" in the next sentence represents Maisie's own 
thought, but the phrase "signalise its rarity" belongs 
to the narrator.  Maisie may sense risk in agreeing with 
her mother or in commenting on her mother's charm because 
she has had ample evidence of her mother's chameleon-like 
qualities; however, the conclusion drawn by the narrator 
goes beyond her simple perception and intensifies it 
with humorous consequences for the reader.  The use of 
"peril" and "had a rush" provides the same kind of func- 
tion: greater intensity and comedy through overstatement. 
The narrator's language is particularly significant 
after Maisie has suggested to Mrs. Wix that the four of 
them (including Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale) should live 
together.  "Mrs. Wix had never been so harsh; but on the 
other hand Maisie could guess that she herself had never 
appeared so wanton" (pp. 214-215).  The word "wanton" 
removes the narration-from Maisie's mind.  Maisie probably 
considers herself undisciplined or unruly**in the sense 
that she is asserting herself against Mrs. Wix's objec- 
tions.  The use of the word by the narrator introduces 
the connotation of lewdness--after all Maisie has proposed 
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an adulterous alliance.  But that judgment belongs to 
the narrator's view of the situation.  Maisie does not 
have a moral sense as Mrs. Wix .understands it, nor has 
she demonstrated an understanding of adult sexual alli- 
ances .  Those critics who mistakenly attribute the word 
"wanton" to Maisie instead of to the narrator may find 
some basis for labeling her corrupt.  The separation of 
viewpoints here is extremely important.  The reader must 
be able to understand what Maisie perceives and what the 
adult narrator perceives; the result will be an intensity 
of vision and often a double vision. 
The narrator is not only the filter of Maisie's 
thoughts but also the observer of much that goes on around 
her.  His observations are not limited to the adult char- 
acters; occasionally he looks at Maisie from the outside. 
It is one of James's more subtle techniques that from all 
of the characters in the novel the narrator occasionally 
distances himself.  Though the reader may think he is 
experiencing the consciousness of Maisie or of one of 
the adults, he is actually experiencing an external ap- 
pearance as a possible clue to an internal perception. 
In this respect, the narrator's omniscience is carefully 
limited.  Several examples of the narrator as observer 
illustrate the ways in which James achieves the resulting 
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ambiguity. 
In an early dialogue with Sir Claude, Maisie shows 
a clear understanding of the relationship between herself 
f and  her mother 
"Mamma doesn't care for me," she said very 
simply.  "Not really."  Child as she was, 
her little long history was in the words; 
and it was as impossible to contradict her 
as if she had been venerable. 
Sir Claude's silence was an admission 
of this, and still more the tone in which 
he presently replied: "that won't prevent 
her from—some time or other--leaving me 
with you." (p. 78) 
The two descriptive statements belong to the narrator, 
who here assumes the role of spectator.  In this case the 
narrator is aligned with the reader, to whom the truth of 
Maisie's words is all too clear.  The narrator's reaction 
"as if she had been venerable" also tends to credit 
Maisie with a wisdom beyond her years and augments the 
reader's sympathy for her. 
In another scene, the narrator distances himself 
from the action as he continues to observe.  Maisie is 
in a cab with Sir Claude on her way to her father's 
house and, with a blush, has just told Sir Claude that 
she thinks she can manage her father: 
Sir Claude smiled, but she noted that the 
violence with which she had just changed 
colour had brought into his own face a 
slight compunctious and embarrassed flush. 
It was as if he had caught his first glimpse 
of her sense of responsibility, (p. 104) 
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The key phrase in this passage is "as if."  If that 
phrase were eliminated, the narrator would be speaking 
from Sir Claude's consciousness.  Its presence places 
the narrator outside, observing the exterior in a specu- 
lative fashion.  This passage creates ambiguity because 
it is not clear whether the observation is intended to 
come from Maisie, from the narrator, or from them both. 
Maisie has noticed Sir Claude's blush, but whether she 
has linked it to his understanding of her sense of re- 
sponsibility is impossible to determine definitively. 
Another excellent example of the narrator in a dual 
role can be seen in a passage shortly after Maisie has 
been taken to Folkestone.  At this point, she is beginning 
to make a distinction between lovers and little girls: 
It sounds, no doubt, too penetrating, but 
it was not all as an effect of Sir Claude's 
betrayals that Maisie was able to piece 
together the beauty of the special influence 
through which, for such stretches of time, 
he had refined upon propriety by keeping so 
far as possible, his sentimental interests 
distinct.  She had ever of course in her 
mind fewer names than conceptions, but it 
was only with this drawback that she now 
made out her companion's absences to have 
had for their ground that he was the lover 
of her stepmother and that the lover of her 
stepmother could scarce^logically pretend 
to a superior right to look after her. 
Maisie had by this time embraced the impli- 
cation of a kind of natural divergence 
between lovers and little girls.  (p. 165) 
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With the opening phrase, the narrator aligns himself 
with the reader to allay any possible disbelief.  If 
the reader considers the narrator to be a reasonable 
man, then he should have no problem in believing what 
is to follow.  The narrator then may state clearly that 
Maisie had "in her mind fewer names than conceptions" 
and that "only with this drawback" was she able to under- 
stand that Sir Claude was the lover of her stepmother. 
The narrator simultaneously stresses her understanding 
and her inability to articulate that understanding; thus, 
for the remainder of the passage, he assumes the role of 
translator.  Walter Isle, in speaking of this passage, 
notes that 
[t]he language of abstraction and conception 
is beyond Maisie's conception, but James 
needs it to follow the complexities of her 
growing understanding.  The final ironic 
note, with the abstract diction, gives us 
the distance between the narrator and Maisie, 
as well as the subject of the novel.17 
As Isle has noted, the novel displays a progressive 
complexity of language and construction.  As Maisie must 
understand increasingly difficult concepts, the narrator's 
function becomes more important.  When Maisie is visited 
by her mother in Folkestone for that final confrontation, 
17Isle, p. 142 
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the narrator takes over in an extremely complex passage. 
Ida has just made the statement that she is good (p. 174) 
and goes to great lengths to explain herself.  But the 
entire section, rather than being handled through dia- 
logue, is presented through indirect discourse with the 
narrator as interpreter so that the emphasis can be placed 
on the effect of Ida's statements on Maisie: 
This explanation was more copious than any 
she had yet indulged in, and as the summer 
twilight gathered and she kept the child 
in the garden she was conciliatory to a 
degree that let her need to arrange things 
a little perceptibly peep out.  It was not 
merely that she explained; she almost con- 
versed; all that was wanting to that was 
that she should have positively chattered 
a little less.  It was really the occasion 
of Maisie's life on which her mother was to 
have most to say to her.  That alone was an 
implication of generosity and virtue, and 
no great stretch was required to make our 
young lady feel that she should best meet 
her and soonest have it over by simply seem- 
ing struck with the propriety of her conten- 
tion.  They sat together while the parent's 
gloved hand sometimes rested sociably on the 
child's and sometimes gave a corrective pull 
to a ribbon too meagre or a tress too thick; 
and Maisie was conscious of the effort to 
keep out of her eyes the wonder with which 
they were occasionally moved to blink.  Oh 
there would have been things to blink at if 
one had let one's self go; and it was lucky 
they were alone together, without Sir Claude 
or Mrs. Wix or even Mrs. Beale to catch an 
imprudeftt-'glance .  Though profuse and pro- 
longed her ladyship was not exhaustively 
lucid, and her account of her situation, so' 
far as it could be called descriptive, was 
a muddle of inconsequent things, bruised 
fruit of an occasion she had rather too 
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lightly affronted.  None of them were really 
thought out and some were even not wholly 
insincere.  It was as if she had asked out- 
right what better proof could have been 
wanted of her goodness and her greatness 
than just this marvellous consent to give 
up what she had so cherished.  It was as if 
she had said in so many words: "There have 
been things between us--between Sir Claude 
and me--which I needn't go into, you little 
nuisance, because you wouldn't understand 
them."  It suited her to convey that Maisie 
had been kept, so far as she  was concerned 
or could imagine, in a holy ignorance and 
that she must take for granted a supreme 
simplicity.  (pp. 175-176) 
This passage illustrates several aspects of James's method. 
First, the narrator allows himself one obvious intrusion, 
"our young lady"; he makes no attempt to hide his role as 
interpreter of Maisie's reactions.  Second, the passage 
displays James's smooth technique for moving his narrator 
in and out of Maisie's consciousness: the corrective pulls 
to ribbons and tresses, and Maisie's supreme effort not 
to appear too wondering, to control her probably wide-eyed 
blinking.  Most important, it allows the narrator the op- 
portunity for some scathing remarks about Ida: "It was 
not merely that she explained; she almost  conversed" 
(emphasis added).  With'devasting sarcasm, he notes her 
lack of lucidity and those thoughts that "were even not 
wholly insincere."  But the most devastating statements 
of all are introduced by the two "as if" phrases.  Ida 
has not actually- spoken.  The narrator interprets for the 
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reader the total effect of her words on Maisie.  The 
narrator makes it quite obvious that Ida is sacrificing 
nothing.  The reader knows all too well that she has 
never cherished Maisie, that rather than sacrifice, he 
is seeing Ida's total abdication of responsibility.  The 
effect is sympathy for Maisie in her plight and horror 
at Ida's unfeeling crassness with her daughter. 
Narrative intrusions, direct and in first-person, 
offer still another view of the many-faceted narrator. 
At times the narrator may be considered guilty of artifice 
by playing on a deliberate ambiguity which he encourages. 
But this can be achieved only after he has aligned him- 
self with the reader as the voice of reason.  He does so 
with a number of very brief intrusions, the first one, 
"I have mentioned" (p. 18), in the prologue.  A number 
of others follow: "our young lady" (p. 45), "as has been 
noted" (p. 46), and "during the time I speak of" (p. 57). 
The narrator deliberately assists the reader with a clari- 
fication when Mrs. Wix encourages Sir Claude to enter 
public life: "the life she wanted him to take right hold 
of was the public: 'she' being, I hasten to add, in this 
connexion, not the mistress of his fate, but only Mrs. 
Wix herself" (p. 88).  He shows his consideration for the 
reader's presence and is attentive to him: "Maisie 
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couldn't have told you if she had been crying at the 
image of their separation or at that of Sir Claude's 
untruth" (p. 103).  Occasionally the narrator takes the 
position that he, simultaneously with the reader, is 
learning about Maisie: "Yet our young lady was also 
conscious of hoping that Sir Claude would declare that 
preference.  We have already learned that she had come 
to like people's liking her to 'know'" (p. 123).  Here 
is the comfortable establishment of shared knowledge, 
devoid of ambiguity.  Having worked to establish a trust- 
ful relationship with the reader, the narrator can now 
take occasional advantage of that relationship: 
It was granted her at this time to arrive 
at divinations so ample that I shall have 
no room for the goal if I attempt to trace 
the stages; as to which, therefore, I must 
be content to say that the fullest expres- 
sion we may give to Sir Claude's conduct is 
a poor and pale copy of the picture it pre- 
sented to his young friend, (p. 164) 
At times, the narrator begs the reader's indulgence: "Oh 
decidedly I shall never get you to believe the number of 
things she saw and the number of secrets she discovered" 
(p. 166).- The implication here is" that he "is' trying his 
very best to clarify but that it is a most difficult 
task.  Wagenknecht admits the need for the commentary 
supplied by the narrator but does not always find it suc- 
cessful.  About this passage he comments, 
7t 
whoever can accept it without wincing ought 
never to complain when Thackeray or Trollope 
or any other creator of the "loose baggy 
monsters" that James found in Victorian 
fiction pokes his head through the curtains 
to tell the reader what he is supposed to 
think or believe.18 
Nevertheless, it fits the pattern established by the other 
narrative intrusions and intensifies the "muddlenient" that 
James accepted as a constant force in life (P, p. 149). 
Having built the foundation, the narrator can now 
make an assumption about the reader's understanding that 
contributes directly to ambiguity.  When Sir Claude re- 
veals to Maisie that Mrs. Wix will join them in France, 
Maisie asks "'What is   she about?'" (p. 188).  Sir Claude 
responds, "'Oh, you know!'" (p. 188), and the narrator 
appears to align himself with the reader: "What she knew, 
what she could  know is by this time no secret to us" (p. 
188).  Tongue in cheek, the narrator flatters the reader 
for his supposed understanding.  In reality he is turning 
his irony on the reader, who cannot possibly know for sure 
what Maisie knows, or for that matter, what the narrator 
knows. 
By the time the narrator must beg the reader's 
18Edward Wagenknecht, Eve   and Henry  James:   Portraits 
of Women  and Girls   in  his  Fiction   (Norman: Univ. of 
Oklahoma Press, 1978), p. 115. 
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indulgence again, the ambiguity about the extent of Mai- 
sie's knowledge has become unmistakable: 
Nothing more remarkable had taken place in 
the first heat of her own departure, no act 
of perception less to be overtraced by our 
rough  method,   than her vision, the rest of 
that Boulogne day, of the manner in which 
she figured. I so  despair  of courting  her 
noiseless  mental  footsteps   here   that I must 
crudely  give  you  my  word for  its   being  from 
this   time  forward a picture   literally  pre- 
sent   to  her.     Mrs. Wix saw her as a little 
person knowing so extraordinarily much that, 
for the account to be taken of it, what she 
still didn't know would be ridiculous if it 
hadn't been embarrassing.  Mrs. Wix was in 
truth more than ever qualified to meet em- 
barrassment; I am  not  sure   that  Maisie   had 
not  even  a  dim  discernment  of the  queer   law 
of her  own   life  that made  her  educate   to 
that  sort  of proficiency   those   elders  with 
whom  she  was   concerned.     She promoted, as 
it were, their development; nothing could 
have been more marked, for instance, than 
her success in promoting Mrs. Beale's.  She 
judged that if her whole history, for Mrs. 
Wix, had been the successive stages of her 
knowledge, so the very climax of the con- 
catenation would, in the same view, be the 
stage at which the knowledge would overflow. 
As she was condemned to know more and more, 
how could it logically stop before she should 
know Most?  It came to her in fact as they 
sat there on the sands that she was distinct- 
ly on the road to know Everything*.  She had 
not had governesses for nothing: what in the 
world had she ever done but learn and learn 
and learn?  She looked at the pink sky with 
a placid foreboding that she soon should 
have learnt All. (emphasis added, p. 221) 
The narrative intrusions, coupled with a brief entrance 
into Mrs. Wix's consciousness, followed by the shift into 
Maisie's consciousness, where she contemplates the know- 
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ledge of "Most," "Everything," and "All," create a 
deliberate ambiguity; furthermore, the first narrative 
disclaimer clearly separates and elevates the narrator 
from his supposed peers, his readers. The second dis- 
claimer emphasizes the narrator's limited omniscience. 
Perhaps Maisie is aware of her effect on her elders, but 
no one, narrator or reader, will ever know for certain. 
Wiesenfarth notes James's use of parallel scenes to 
reveal what Maisie learns: 
The use of parallel events that form part 
of the novel's structural intensity elimi- 
nates the need of the narrator's commenting 
on the situation.  Just as the Countess 
shows Beale to be a liar, and Mrs. Wix 
shows Ida to be one, and Sir Claude's stick 
points to his failure in truth, so too 
there are many additional events in the 
novel which measure others past and/or to 
come.  Again^ then in What Maisie  Knew 
James shows;   he does not tell.1* 
His conclusion that James only shows and does not tell 
seems inaccurate based on the functions noted for the nar- 
rator.  It would seem that James does both.  Often when 
he does tell, he builds up the reader's trust.  Later, 
with the appearance of telling, he deliberately withholds 
information to further the cause of ambiguity so necessary 
19Joseph Wiesenfarth, Henry  James  and the  Dvamatic 
Analogy   (New York: Fordham Univ. Press, 1963), pp. 74-75. 
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to the theme of the novel. 
Another major technique is used by James to help 
his narrator in his role of filter, translator, and ob- 
server; the novel contains a number of images and meta- 
phors first introduced by the narrator and subsequently 
adopted by all the characters including Maisie.  The use 
of common image-patterns particularly facilitates the 
narrator's movement in and out of Maisie's consciousness. 
A number of patterns are used in this endeavor: images 
of the theatre and fantasy; images of games in which 
Maisie often becomes the object; images of predatory 
animals to show violence, and foolish or helpless animals 
for satiric value; images of battle, again to reveal the 
violence beneath the surface of Maisie's life.  Finally, 
there is the imagery and language of the financial world, 
the world of litigation and contracts, particularly a 
world in which everyone is involved in "affairs."  The 
narrator's use of the language of the business world in 
the prologue has already been noted and is particularly 
effective for several reasons.  First, through such lan- 
guage he can emphasize the mercenary quality inherent in 
all the adults in the novel.  Second, with exquisite irony, 
he can condemn in the proper and impartial language of the 
courts that terribly odd justice of which Maisie is the 
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unfortunate victim.  Finally, because Maisie comes to 
learn some of this language from the adults around her, 
she uses it where other children might use less objec- 
tive, more emotional language to describe an emotional 
situation.  In this way, the narrator can avoid over- 
sentimentalizing Maisie's situation; he can create dis- 
tance between the reader and Maisie and between himself 
and Maisie.  The reader's awareness that Maisie is no 
more than a clause in a contract to be haggled over 
results in sympathy rather than sentimentality.  It is 
another masterful stroke of irony. 
Following the contractual language used by the nar- 
rator in the prologue come a number of other examples, 
some from the narrator and others from the characters 
themselves.  Maisie's "periodical uprootings" (p. 38) are 
known as "the 'arrangement'" (p. 38).  Maisie soon learns 
that her father can make her mother very angry by ignoring 
his responsibility: "from the moment he should delegate to 
others the housing of his little charge he hadn't a leg to 
stand on before the law" (p. 44).  According to Miss Over- 
more, Ida Farange will "stickle this time for her rights" 
(p. 45), but Maisie, understanding her mother better than 
she knows, gets in trouble when she expresses the idea 
that Ida may be "waiving the rights" (p. 45), and she 
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does not understand why her father "shouldn't jump at 
the monopoly for which he had also in the first instance 
so fiercely fought" (p. 45).  James's revision from Ida's 
"shirking the devotion"20 to "waiving the rights" seems 
to be more than an attempt at consistency.  By keeping 
legal language in front of the reader, he continues to 
objectify the situation—to create distance that helps 
to avoid a maudlin tone.  At this point Maisie, through 
the filter of the narrator, sees herself as "that contract, 
in the shape of an overgrown and underdressed daughter 
. . . " (p. 45).  Mrs. Wix, who has come to try to get 
Maisie back just as Mrs. Beale announces her marriage, is 
described by the narrator as "the emissary of her [Mrs. 
Beale's] predecessor" (p. 55).  Sir Claude, who tries 
to "compensate Maisie for the indignity he had caused 
her to suffer" (p. 66), comes to her room for three days, 
during which time Ida has refused to see her child.  The 
term used in the original version was "make up to."21 
The change to "compensate" emphasizes James's intent for 
a double layer of meaning.  For Maisie, there had never 
been "such a delightful amount of reparation" (p. 66); 
2
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The language again belongs to the narrator, but Maisie 
would probably understand the concept of "making up." 
Ida has in effect signed Maisie over to Sir Claude 
as she might hand over a piece of property: 
Ida took a tone superficially disconcerting 
and abrupt--the tone of having, at an im- 
mense cost, made over everything to Sir 
Claude and wishing others to know that if 
everything wasn't right it was because Sir 
Claude was so dreadfully vague, (pp. 81-82) 
Nor is Mrs. Wix immune from such language.  In pleading 
with Sir Claude to make Maisie his life, she in effect 
bribes him: "'Make her your duty--make her your life: 
she'll repay you a thousand fold!'" (p. 95).  Obviously 
Mrs. Wix would also stand to profit from such an arrange- 
ment.  According to Sir Claude, through' the narrator, Mr. 
Farange is guilty of swindling: "the swindle was that Mr. 
Farange put upon her [Ida] the whole intolerable burden 
[Maisie]" (p. 98). 
It is not hard to understand how Maisie can be in- 
fluenced by such language when she is constantly surrounded 
by it, nor is her interest in money surprising.  While 
Maisie is at her father's, Sir Claude finally pays her a 
visit after several weeks of absence.  His attempt at 
explanation for the failure to visit her often brings to 
Maisie's mind financial considerations: 
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It all came back--all the plans that always 
failed, all the rewards and bribes that she 
was perpetually paying foa? in advance and 
perpetually out of pocket by afterwards-- 
the whole great stress to be dealt with 
introduced her on each occasion afresh to 
the question of money.  Even she herself 
almost knew how it would have expressed the 
strength of his empire to say that to shuffle 
away her sense of being duped he had only, 
from under his lovely moustache, to breathe 
upon it.  It was somehow in the nature of 
plans to be expensive and in the nature of 
the expensive to be impossible, (p. 117) 
Most of this passage is filtered through the narrator, but 
there can be no doubt that Maisie is conscious of finan- 
cial considerations. 
Mrs. Beale resorts to legal terminology even at the 
end when confronted with Maisie's "deal": "'We're repre- 
sentative, you know, of Mr. Farange and his former wife. 
This person [Mrs. Wix] represents mere illiterate pre- 
sumption.  We take our stand on the law'" (p. 2 78).  Of 
the deal itself, Habegger notes that it is not surprising 
for Maisie to propose her own contract to Sir Claude (she 
will give up Mrs. Wix if he will give up Mrs. Beale) sur- 
rounded as she has been by deals and contracts all her 
life.  The contract she offers requires reciprocity, some- 
thing that has been missing from the adult actions; thus, 
she indicates her growing moral superiority.22 
22Alfred Habegger, "Reciprocity and the Market Place 
in The   Wings   of  the  Dove   and What Maisie  Knew,"  NCF, 25 
(1971), 470. 
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In the course of the novel, Maisie progresses from 
the "court of Solomon" to proposing her own contract. 
The action represents considerable growth on her part, 
but it has been carefully orchestrated by the narrator 
from the beginning.  The irony implicit in Maisie's 
ability to approach the adults on their own ground and 
in their own terms, while she rises above them, is un- 
mistakable.  At the end of the novel the reader must 
feel admiration as well as sympathy for the child who 
has been so objectified, who has been written in and 
written out of people's lives, and who has survived with 
a fineness of spirit that no financial or legal terms can 
explain and that no mercenary adult can fully appreciate. 
\ 
The narrator thus fulfills a number of functions 
within the novel, all of them crucial to the development 
of the ambiguity so central to What Maisie  Knew.     As a 
filter and translator for Maisie's inner perceptions, he 
can articulate those understandings for which she does 
not yet have the appropriate language, and he can heighten 
the intensity with which the reader perceives her reac- 
tions.  As observer, he cannot only show the reader what 
Maisie sees but can also comment freely on those facets 
of a corrupt adult world that she does not yet understand. 
Through narrative intrusion he can align himself with the 
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reader and so guide reader response.  That foundation 
laid, he can then proceed to create deliberate ambi- 
guity by stating the limits of his own knowledge or by 
playing upon the reader's supposed knowledge.  He is 
thus responsible for clarity as well as obscurity, for 
irony and ambiguity, for comedy and pathos, and most 
importantly, for that double vision so central to the 
novel.  Never the focus of the novel, he is nevertheless 
indispensable to James's portrayal of Maisie, the central 
intelligence. 
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Chapter III 
The Ironic Center: Maisie's Perceptual Growth 
The narrator is certainly of vital importance to the 
success of What  Maisie  Knew,   but his presence is necessi- 
tated only by Maisie, its little "ironic centre" (P, p. 
147).  According to James she must do more than survive; 
her function lies in 
. . . keeping the torch of virtue alive in 
an air tending infinitely to smother it; 
really in short making confusion worse con- 
founded by drawing some stray fragrance of 
an ideal across the scent of selfishness, 
by sowing on barren strands, through the 
mere fact of presence, the seed of moral 
life. (P, p. 143) 
For Maisie to succeed as a character she must be realis- 
tically portrayed through perceptions that any reader 
might expect from a child possessed of a fine intelli- 
gence and an exquisite sensibility.  Wright believes 
that, at the beginning of the novel, Maisie 
has only sensibility.  James denies her even 
the cloak of innate morality, the preference 
for good over evil, which we fondly associate 
with childhood.  Maisie has merely conscious- 
ness which is neither moral nor immoral, 
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together with an unusual capacity for joy 
and pain.1 
From this tabula rasa James must develop a child whose 
perceptions suit her increasing years and experience. 
His attempts to create an angle of vision suitable to 
Maisie can be seen in numerous ways throughout the novel. 
To her parents with their great combined stature, Maisie 
is always looking up.  Like most children, she perceives 
through her senses, and her earliest judgments are based 
on those sensory perceptions.  Often relegated to the 
fringe of adult activity, Maisie is frequently suspended 
over banisters or balcony railings, listening to adult 
conversation.  It is a picture one might expect of a 
child restricted to the nursery until she is trotted out 
to entertain the adults below.  At other times she ob- 
serves through panes of glass that distort her vision 
and diffuse reality. 
Maisie's maturation process must also appear believ- 
able; as she becomes older and acquires new experiences, 
her perceptions, her understanding, and her language must 
grow simultaneously.  One ofwthe major difficulties for 
the reader, of course, lies in her language.  The adult 
1Walter F. Wright, The  Madness   of Art:   A  Study   of 
Henry  James   (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska. Press, 1962), 
p. 162. * 
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narrator will be responsible for much of it, for re- 
actions to surface perceptions when she is small, and1, 
for language that explains her understanding of abstract 
ideas and concepts as she grows older; nevertheless, much 
of the language must be hers, and must be, if not fully 
believable, at least realistically possible.  The reader 
must remember in this context that Maisie is precocious, 
that she possesses a high degree of verbal skill, and 
that she has been subjected to adult language unfamiliar 
to many children.  James can be judged successful in his 
portrayal of Maisie if the reader can note perceptual 
changes of increasing complexity, increased understanding 
of those perceptions, and a concomitant verbal develop- 
ment—not merely in her parroting of words but in her 
understanding of them. 
One of the problems faced by the reader who wishes to 
determine Maisie's growth and, thus, the validity of her 
point of view is to ascertain her age.  Wiesenfarth par- 
tially treats this question, showing Maisie to be nine by 
Chapter 5 in a fairly detailed manner, and then describing 
a passage of three more years to the end of the novel.2 
^Wiesenfarth, pp. 66-68. 
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Several other critics, such as McElderry, assume her to 
be thirteen by the end of the novel3 but offer no sub- 
stantiation.  In another unsubstantiated opinion, Hodgdon 
surmises that the novel covers two years, with Maisie 
progressing from age five or six at the beginning to age 
seven or eight by the end.1*  This interpretation seems 
highly unlikely in view of the complex situation in which 
she is required to function at the end of the novel. 
James's earliest intent, expressed in the Notebooks , 
would also negate this view.  There he states that by 
the time Maisie reaches Folkestone (Brighton), she is 
ten years old (N, p. 2 39).  His general focus even then 
was on a child of pre-teen or intermediate years rather 
than on a child of primary years. 
Gargano, who has done a careful study of her age in 
order to prove her sexual naivete, notes a number of im- 
portant details by which he determines that Maisie is 
eleven years old at the end of the novel.5  The narrator 
3Bruce R. McElderry, Jr., Henry  James   (New York: 
Twayne Publishers, 1965), p. 10 7. 
^Hodgdon, p. 61. 
5James W. Gargano, "Age of Innocence in What Maisie 
Knew,"   BSWSU,   37 (1969), 219. 
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clearly states that Maisie is six at the time of her 
parents' divorce (p. 25).  Her first visitation having 
been with her father, Maisie begins her first stay with 
her mother at age six and one-half; the narrator notes 
the passage of "a couple of years" (p. 27), during which 
time the Faranges use Maisie to trade insults, so that 
at the beginning of Chapter 2 Maisie is eight years old, 
again staying with her mother and meeting Miss Overmore. 
Maisie attributes the change in governesses to "her now 
being 'big'" (p. 29).  When she returns.to her father's 
house for her next six-month visit, she again encounters 
Miss Overmore, who has suddenly discovered a loyalty to 
Beale.  Her next migration to her mother provides an 
introduction to Mrs. Wix.  At the end of this period, the 
beginning of Chapter 5, Maisie is nine, and she returns 
to her father to begin a lengthy visit. 
From this point on, her age is much harder to deter- 
mine.  There are two additional changes of residence—one 
to her mother and one more back to Mrs. Beale and her 
father--before she is whisked off to Folkestone by Sir 
Claude.  Two of these last three visitations are extremely 
lengthy as each parent tries to outdo the other in irre- 
sponsibility.  The reader is told that Ida Farange, osten- 
sibly on her honeymoon, has "left Maisie on her father's 
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hands weeks and weeks beyond the time. . ." (p. 52). 
\ • 
The disclosure of Miss Overmore's marriage to Beale is 
(■ 
followed by a thisee-month period; as Gargano notes, "if 
for the sake of convenience, this stretch of time can 
be called a year, Maisie is ten years old when she goes 
to live with Sir Claude and Ida."6  Gargano notes ac- 
curately that her next turn with her mother, Sir Claude, 
and Mrs. Wix equals the former visit to her father,7 and 
the narrator refers to "the year" which "rounded itself 
as a receptacle of retarded knowledge" (p. 66).  The 
end of this visit, therefore, will find Maisie eleven 
years old. 
The latter chapters of the novel do not display such 
a rapid passage of years as a maelstrom of events inten- 
sifies around Maisie.  It is May (p. 97) as she nears the 
end of her visit with her mother.  When she walks with 
Sir Claude through Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens toward 
that fateful meeting with her mother and the Captain, it 
is June (p. 118).  Maisie next meets her father and the 
Countess while strolling with Mrs. Beale one month later 
(p. 142) in July.  This event is followed shortly by- 
6Gargano, p. 2 21. 
7Gargano, p. 2 21. 
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her trip to Folkestone with Sir Claude.  Maisie meets 
with her mother in "the summer twilight" (p. 175); the 
next day, she and Sir Claude depart for France (p. 184). 
She is "roused in the summer dawn" (p. 210) to face Sir 
Claude's flight and takes Mrs. Wix on a walking tour. 
Gargano describes the events following the Earl's Court 
confrontation as covering a ten-day period8; thus, his 
conclusion that Maisie is "eleven years and two months"9 
seems reasonable if James's language can be taken liter- 
ally.  A "year" in casual conversation might be anything 
from ten to fourteen months.  Nor can the reader be sure 
how much time has elapsed during "weeks and weeks." 
Though a literal interpretation is difficult, the impres- 
sion of the passage of several years seems valid.  It 
would seem safe to assume that by the end of the novel 
Maisie is between ten and twelve, truly facing the "death 
of her childhood" (P, p. 146).  Age twelve is tradition- 
ally thought of as the age of reason and the beginning of 
adolescence.  If James was thinking in terms of the end 
of her childhood, age eleven would seem justifiable, and 
Gargano's analysis offers further support. 
8Gargano, pp. 2 22-22 3. 
9Gargano, p. 22 2. 
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The novel thus reflects an elapsed time of five 
years in the first twelve chapters, two months in the 
next seven chapters, and ten days in the final twelve 
chapters, with time references being more numerous in 
the latter half of the novel.  Where Maisie has previously 
been aware of months and weeks that go by between alter- 
nating visits to parents, she is now conscious of days, 
hours, and minutes.  Events are moving much more swiftly, 
rushing past, and heightening the tension that Maisie ex- 
periences; her impression of time is what is important. 
The early years of the slowly gathering storm provide the 
energy for the intense violence of the storm actually 
realized. 
The question of Maisie's age is primarily relevant 
to the reader's ability to judge the success with which 
James delineates her perceptions.  There should be a 
noticeable change in the type, quality, and understanding 
of her perceptions as she grows older if the novel is to 
portray his center of consciousness realistically.  Those 
perceptions must fit what the reader might reasonably ex- 
pect from a precocious child her age; thus, they should 
become more complex as Maisie grows, and she should be 
better able to articulate them.  Tanner notes that James 
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goes to a great deal of trouble to recreate 
the child's angle of vision at important 
moments in the book, and he continually 
strives to make us realize how Maisie must 
see the world from her diminished and limited 
vantage point; usually not taking in the 
whole scene or person but only certain iso- 
lated features. 
In the early chapters, James often focuses on a part 
rather than the whole, frequently emphasizing concrete 
images.  When Maisie is six, one of her big concerns is 
"that of carrying by the right end the things her father 
said about her mother" (p. 25).  Moddle tries to help 
her adjust to her first move to her mother's by writing 
"on a paper in very big easy words" (p. 25) the things 
she will enjoy at her new residence.  Her view of her 
father is frequently dominated by his teeth; she is not 
allowed to receive her mother's letters: her father "con- 
fined himself to holding them up at her and shaking them, 
while he showed his teeth" (p. 23). 
At age eight, she has made several changes of resi- 
dence, has begun to draw conclusions and to develop a 
recognizable sense of order: 
She puzzled out . . . that she had been a 
centre of hatred and a messenger of insult, 
and that everything was bad because she had 
been employed to make it so.  Her parted 
10Tanner, p. 283. 
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lips locked themselves with the determina- 
tion to be employed no longer.  She would 
forget everything, she would repeat nothing 
.... (p. 28) 
"Centre of hatred" and "messenger of insult" are realis- 
tically the words of the narrator; yet Maisie, at eight, 
can be expected to "puzzle" and to see things simply as 
"bad."  Her sense of order also begins to develop early. 
Ward finds her "sense of proportion . . . plainly more 
developed than her sense of 'morality.'"11  At this age, 
Maisie concludes "that the natural way for a child to 
have her parents was separate and successive, like her 
mutton and her pudding or her bath and her nap" (p. 29). 
Her differentiation between governesses is based on sur- 
face perceptions of habits, behaviors, and appearances: 
"Miss Overmore never, like Moddle, had on an apron, and 
when she ate she held her fork with her little finger 
curled out" (p. 29).  When Miss Overmore suddenly appears 
at her father's house, she displaces "a fat dark little 
lady with a foreign name and dirty fingers" (p. 32).  The 
surface details provide Maisie with a basis for judgment, 
while her language consists^primarily of simple adjectives 
typical of a child's vocabulary.  Her view of Miss Over- 
more is followed by a simple, direct, childlike conclusion: 
/ lxWard, p. 15 7. 
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"She liked Miss Overmore better than she liked papa; 
. . . papa too liked Miss Overmore exactly as much.  He 
had particularly told her so.  Besides she could easily 
see it" (p. 33). 
James's attempt to keep the reader focused on 
Maisie's perceptions can be seen at the end of Chapter 
2 with an addition made to the original version of the 
novel.  Having overheard her father's statement that 
Miss Overmore could help to "save" her (p. 30), Maisie 
reacts with childlike pleasure: "It seemed to make them 
cling together as   in   some  wild game   of   'going  round'" 
(emphasis added, p. 30).  The addition of the final 
phrase12 not only keeps the perception of the situation 
more clearly in Maisie's consciousness than in the nar- 
rator's but also helps the reader to enjoy Maisie's 
childlike desire for fun rather than to despair over 
her fate. 
Maisie's return to her mother results in her meeting 
with Mrs. Wix: "With the added suggestion of her goggles 
it [her garb] reminded her pupil of the polished shell 
or corslet of a horrid beetle" (p. 35).  Maisie soon dis- 
covers her to be droll, "a figure mainly to laugh at" 
12James, Chap  Book,   6, 218 
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(p. 36).  She is also "soothingly safe; safer than anyone 
in the world, than papa, than mamma, than the lady with 
the arched eyebrows" (p. 36).  At age nine, Maisie now 
notes more detail, her language employs more complex 
adjectives and adverbs, and she begins to use simple 
figures of speech.  She now can judge not only the ap- 
pearances but also the abilities of the two governesses. 
Miss Overmore could sketch beautiful houses and trees, 
whereas Mrs. Wix was "visibly ashamed of her houses and 
trees and could only, with the help of a smutty fore- 
finger, of doubtful legitimacy ... do the smoke coming 
out of the chimneys" (p. 37).  Though "of doubtful legiti- 
macy" is almost certainly the narrator's phrase, most of 
this observation belongs to Maisie. 
Upon her return to her father's house, Maisie learns 
that her presence keeps Miss Overmore and her father "'per- 
fectly proper'" (p. 46), and her desire for order and 
peace continues to grow: "She performed a comfort that 
helped her to a sense of security even in the event of her 
mother's giving her up" (p. 46).  Her need for balance is 
revealed in a query: if she should return to her mother, 
"perhaps the gentleman ["'the one who's with mama'"] might 
become her tutor" (p. 46).  That arrangement would, of 
course, be as proper as the arrangement between Miss Over- 
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more and her father.  Ward states that Maisie 
speaks not simply from innocence and naivete, 
but from a desire to impose her own idea of 
"right" or symmetrical arrangements. . . . 
Maisie's system has a logic of its own, a 
logic that James shows to be a natural one 
for a child in her circumstances to acquire.13 
Her first glimpse of Sir Claude, from a picture car- 
ried by Mrs. Wix, is also memorable: 
Maisie lost herself in admiration of the 
fair smooth face, the regular features, the 
kind eyes, the amiable air, the general 
glossiness and smartness of her prospective 
stepfather—only vaguely puzzled to suppose 
herself now with two fathers at once.  Her 
researches had hitherto indicated that to 
incur a second parent of the same sex you 
usually had to lose the first. . . .  Maisie 
had never before heard the word "sympathetic" 
applied to anybody's face; she heard it with 
pleasure and from that moment it agreeably 
remained with her. (pp. 5 2-5 3) 
Typical of a child is her greater fascination with a plea- 
sant face than the vague inner wondering about two fathers. 
When she finally meets Sir Claude, she feels he is "by 
far the most shining presence that had ever made her 
gape" (p. 59).  At this point Maisie begins to speculate 
"in connexion with herself, on a relation much happier 
as between Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude than as between mamma 
and papa" (p. 61), and she is quite happy that she has 
brought the two of them together.  According to Ward, 
13Ward, p. 15 8. 
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Maisie's interest in grouping adults springs from "a 
passion for putting things into what she conceives to 
be their right Dlaces."11*  Her interest in a balanced, 
ordered world has progressed from arrangements of objects 
(mutton and pudding) to arrangements of people.  By the 
time Maisie is ten, she has become very aware of "the 
process of making up" (p. 66), of equaling the time spent 
with each parent, again revealing that symmetry and order 
provide an important stability to her turbulent existence. 
The next migration to her mother augments many of 
Maisie's original observations; at age six and one-half, 
she saw her mother as "all kisses, ribbons, eyes, arms, 
strange sounds and sweet smells" (p. 26).  Those earlier 
impressions have now become defined, amplified, and judg- 
mental: 
Maisie recognised as a memory of other years 
the rattle of her trinkets and the scratch 
of her endearments, the odour of her clothes 
and the jumps of her conversation. . . .  The 
principal thing that was different was the 
tint of her golden hair, which had changed to 
a coppery red and, with the head it profusely 
covered, struck the child as now lifted still 
further aloft, (p. 6 8) 
As Maisie's powers of perception have increased, so has her 
mother's powerful, haughty presence.  Always terrified of 
I i* Ward, p. 159. 
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her mother, Maisie soon must tell Sir Claude very simply 
that she has no influence on her mother: "'Mamma doesn't 
care for me . . . Not really'" (p. 78).  It is a painful 
fact for a child to admit but an observation that Sir 
Claude cannot deny. 
The narrator tells the reader at this point of the 
"high quickening of Maisie's direct perceptions, of her 
sense of freedom to make out things for herself" (p. 90). 
She experiences a sense of alarm: "with two fathers, two 
mothers, and two homes, six protections in all, she 
shouldn't know 'wherever' to go" (p. 90).  Although her 
mother has not officially renounced her, Maisie knows her 
security does not lie with Ida.  She admits to Sir Claude 
that she is more afraid of her mother "'than of a wild 
elephant!'" (p. 100).  She is also afraid of Mrs. Beale; 
nevertheless, signs of maturity are appearing.  When Sir 
Claude takes her to her father's new house to visit Mrs. 
Beale and asks her if she dreads her father, Maisie feels 
"the full hot rush of an emotion more mature than any she 
had yet known.  It consisted of an odd unexpected shame at 
placing in an inferior light, to so perfect a gentleman 
and so charming a person as Sir Claude, so very near a 
relative as Mr. Farange" (p. 104).  Her blush reveals a 
budding sense of responsibility, a trait that will be 
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further developed in ensuing events.  Likewise, she 
reveals a concern about Mrs. Wix's future if she is 
returned to her father and wonders "if she herself 
shouldn't be a low sneak in learning to be so happy 
without Mrs. Wix" (p. 114).  Her ability to be self- 
critical shows a growing maturity. 
Maisie's last impression of her mother reveals 
heightened perceptions as she self-consciously notices 
her soiled dress next to her mother's grandeur: 
. . . as soon as she raised her eyes they 
rested on a high fair drapery by which 
smutches were put to shame and which had 
glided towards her over the grass without 
her rioting its rustle.  She followed up its 
stiff sheen--up and up from the ground, 
where it had stopped--till at the end of 
a considerable journey her impression felt 
the shock of the fixed face which, surmount- 
ing it, seemed to offer the climax of the 
dressed condition, (p. 168) 
Her last encounter with her father and the Countess, short- 
ly before her mother abandons her, also reveals a growing 
perceptiveness.  With childlike curiosity, her first re- 
action to her father's companion centers on "an upright 
scarlet plume" (p. 142) rather than on the nature of the 
connection.  Tanner notes: 
It is not the moral depravity of the parti- 
cipants that has struck her but the exotic 
confusion of the scene.  James's point, it 
seems to me, is to emphasize the unreal, 
fluid, luridly-lit, oddly-angled quality of 
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Maisie's perceptual world; to make us share 
its sudden close-ups and strange disappear- 
ances , its shufflings and shocks, its inex- 
plicables and imponderables. What Maisie 
most wants to do is to make some sense of 
this world, to read the clues correctly, to 
make the fragments cohere in meaningful and 
consistent configurations; not to submit it 
to moral evaluation.15 
Her vision of the Countess's apartment is reminiscent of 
the Arabian Nights (p. 145) until she meets the Countess 
herself; her evaluation is detailed, comic, and judgmen- 
tal: 
She literally struck the child more as an 
animal than as a "real" lady; she might have 
been a clever frizzled poodle in a frill or 
a dreadful human monkey in a spankled [sic] 
petticoat.  She had a nose that was far too 
big and eyes that were far too small and a 
moustache that was, well, not so happy a 
feature as Sir Claude's, (p. 15 7) 
The presence of the "short fat wheedling whiskered person" 
(p. 15 8) ends Maisie's imaginative Arabian Nights. 
Her vision of her father is also more detailed: 
. . . his wonderful lustrous beard completely 
concealing the expanse of shirt-front.  It 
pleased her more than ever to think that papa 
was handsome and, though as high aloft as 
mamma and almost, in his specially florid 
evening-dress, as splendid, of a beauty some- 
how less belligerent, less terrible, (p. 146) 
His large teeth have become "shining fangs" (p. 148), a 
predatory image that fits Beale succinctly.  Although 
15Tanner, p. 286 
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Maisie realizes that this meeting represents their part- 
ing, her desire for harmony leads to confusion: 
For her to spoil it by the note of discord 
would certainly give him ground for com- 
plaint; and the child was momentarily 
bewildered between her alternatives of 
agreeing with him about her  wanting to 
get rid of him and displeasing him by 
pretending to stick to him. . . .  Then 
she understood as well as if he had spoken 
it that what he wanted, hang it, was that 
she should let him off with all the hon- 
ours—with all the appearance of virtue 
and sacrifice on his side. (p. 153) 
When faced with the realization, however, that she will 
never see him again, she is unable to accept the tremen- 
dous responsibility for the decision he has tried to 
place on her; she cannot give him up (p. 157).  In a 
sense, she is saved from making this choice by the meet- 
ing with the thoroughly repulsive Countess, but not before 
Beale has lied that Maisie will not have anything to do 
with them. 
Another of James's revisions again emphasizes the 
focus on Maisie's consciousness as well as her increasing 
age.  When Maisie returns from her visit with her father 
and the Countess clutching a handful of sovereigns, one 
of which is appropriated by Susan Ash, the ensuing uproar 
in the kitchen over the necessity of returning the coin 
causes Maisie some reflection: 
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These days would become terrific like the 
Revolutions she had learnt by heart in 
Histories if an outbreak in the kitchen 
should crown them; and to promote that 
prospect she had through Susan's eyes more 
than one glimpse of the way in which Revo- 
lutions are prepared, (p. 162) 
The original version referred to an earthquake instead 
of a revolution: 
These days would become exciting indeed if 
an outbreak in the kitchen should crown 
them; and to promote that prospect she had 
more than one glimpse, through Susan's eyes, 
of forces making for an earthquake.16 
Though both versions describe an event of great magnitude, 
the revised version shows Maisie as having progressed far 
enough educationally to have learned about revolutions 
from textbooks.  The more general, original version could 
have been conceptualized by a much younger child. 
Maisie's growth can be further demonstrated by the 
tracing of certain images throughout the novel.  Her re- 
actions to two of those images, window glass and eyes, 
dramatically illustrate her growing awareness.  Stiles's 
comment that glass forms a barrier to experience for 
Maisie, that she remains an outsider through the medium 
of glass17, is true; however, glass is also an early 
16James, Chap  Book,   7, 17. 
/ 
l7Bobbie Stiles, "Game Systems in What Maisie  Knew." 
Thesis.  Lehigh Univ.  19 76, p. 54. 
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gateway to fantasy, and Maisie's later reactions to 
broken glass parallel her initiation into reality.  A 
number of critics have described Maisie as a passive 
center, merely an onlooker rather than an active parti- 
cipant.  It is 'true that 
the sharpened sense of spectatorship was 
the child's main support, the long habit, 
from the first, of seeing herself in dis- 
cussion and finding in the fury of it--she 
had had a glimpse of the game of football 
—a sort of compensation for the doom of a 
peculiar passivity.  It gave her often an 
odd air of being present at her history in 
as separate a manner as if she could only 
get at experience by flattening her nose 
against a pane of glass.  (pp. 95-96) 
But is Maisie merely looking in from the outside as a 
spectator, or is she the center, walled in-by glass, caged 
in a reflecting prism?  In the latter case, she is a spec- 
tator of her own life; everything she sees has a direct 
effect on her, and her spectatorship is coupled with her 
active effort to understand the implications of all she 
sees. 
Shop windows have not been a part of Maisie's experi- 
ence under Moddle's governance, but she begins to enjoy 
them with Susan Ash (pp. 59, 186).  In a subsequent dis- 
cussion with Sir Claude, her positive vision of window- 
shopping is dimmed by a sudden understanding of the window 
as a barrier.  With Sir Claude's funds limited, private 
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classes for Maisie are becoming a luxury: "She was to 
feel henceforth as if she were flattening her nose upon 
the hard window-pane of the sweet-shop of knowledge" 
(p. 118). 
The significance of the window glass becomes all too 
clear in the confrontation Maisie and Sir Claude have with 
Ida and the Captain.  This encounter not only brings her 
mother's terrible, haughty nature swiftly into focus but 
also dramatically reveals the impact of memory upon her 
present experience.  Her perceptions of her mother's 
power, fearful eyes, painted face, and bespangled dress 
are now vividly detailed in the eyes of the eleven-year-old 
child.  The windows of shop-fronts in earlier days had been 
a source of pleasure, but as she views her mother meta- 
phorically, the shop-front window becomes threatening: 
Maisie received in petrification the full 
force of her mother's huge painted eyes-- 
they were like Japanese lanterns swung under 
festal arches. . . . her mother opened a 
pair of arms of extraordinary elegance. . . . 
"My own child," Ida murmured in a voice—a 
voice of sudden confused tenderness—that it 
seemed to her she heard for the first time 
. . . .  The next moment she was on her 
mother's breast, where amid a wilderness of 
trinkets, she felt as if she had suddenly, 
been thrust, with a smash of glass, into a 
jeweller's shop-front. . . . (pp. 122-123) 
This is the first time Maisie has been able to penetrate 
the glass.  For the first time, the barriers are gone, the 
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fantasy is shattered, and Maisi'e has a traumatic but 
realistic view of her mother's treachery.  James's in- 
tent here is further supportable by a comparison with the 
original version.  The phrase "with a smash of glass," 
added in the revised version,18 emphasizes the violence 
of the scene and is indicative of Maisie's breakthrough 
to reality.  Her experience is only momentary as she is 
pushed away by her mother, and one experience is not 
enough to learn the lesson completely.  Her childlike 
denial of reality can easily'be seen in the ensuing con- 
versation with the Captain, whose kind words about her 
mother are a balm to her bruises.  Maisie unrealistically 
pleads, "'You do   love her?' . . . 'Then don't do it only 
for just a little'" (p. 130).  Later in Folkestone, when, 
her mother reappears, the lesson must be repeated; this 
time Maisie's attempt to deny reality is only momentary: 
her mother's drop had the effect of one of 
the iron shutters that, in evenings walks with 
Susan Ash, she had seen suddenly, at the touch 
of a spring, rattle down over shining shop- 
fronts, (p. 16 8) 
Terribly confused, Maisie imagines the window obscured, 
but she is able to overcome her fear and confusion.  She 
1 8 James, Chap  Book,   6, 401. 
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notes her mother's eyes, lips, and the marks in her face 
which "formed an eotaivage   as distinct and public as a 
lamp set in a window.  The child seemed quite to see in 
it the very beacon that had lighted her path" (p. 107). 
Shortly thereafter Maisie is fully able to cope with the 
reality of her mother's selfish behavior.  Following that 
complex passage quoted earlier where the narrator indi- 
rectly presents Ida's dialogue to emphasize its effect 
on her, Maisie observes her mother with the narrator's 
help: "She [Ida] draped herself in the tatters of her im- 
pudence, postured to her utmost before the last little 
triangle of cracked glass to which so many fractures had 
reduced the polished plate of filial superstition" (p. 
176).  The cracked glass, like that which was smashed 
earlier, indicates Maisie's growing ability to perceive 
reality where her mother is concerned; she knows that 
this interview is ". . . agreeably winding up the con- 
nexion" (p<* 177) . 
Maisie's ability to confront reality is reaffirmed 
through the shop-window image when she walks in France 
with Sir Claude: "They walked about, they dawdled, they 
looked in shop windows; they did all the old things ex- 
actly as if to try to get back all the old safety, to get 
something out of them that they had always got before" 
107 
(p. 264).  Even as Maisie tries to recapture the fan- 
tasies of the past, however, she knows it won't work, 
and she senses the oppressive quality of her new under- 
standing (p. 26 4). 
Maisie's observation of eyes also reflects her 
growth of awareness.  It is natural for any child to 
fix on facial features.  To a child without an adult 
vocabulary, eyes, lips, hands, and the total expression 
they form become an important non-verbal tool for a 
child's understanding; thus, the way Maisie responds 
to other people's eyes, her awareness of expression, and 
her awareness of one's ability to meet another's eyes 
all provide indications of her maturity.  In addition, 
eyes and Mrs. Wix's straighteners sometimes work in con- 
junction .with the window image. 
Maisie has always been conscious of her mother's 
huge, painted eyes--eyesxwhich are threatening and fear- 
some.  Her awareness of Mr. Perriam's eyes, like billiard 
balls "impelled by Ida's celebrated stroke" (p. 84), in- 
dicates a tacit understanding of her mother's dominance. 
At a young age Maisie admires Miss Overmore's "fine eyes" 
(p. 2 8) and through their language intuitively understands 
Miss Overmore's fear of Ida and her liking for Beale (pp. 
29-30).  One of the first things she admires in Sir 
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Claude's photograph is his "kind eyes" (p. 52).  Maisie 
indicates a growing maturity when her perception of eyes 
begins to take on a judgmental quality.  Her mother's 
eyes, she notes at age ten, are now not only large but 
have a "hard stare, the stare of some gorgeous idol des- 
cribed in a story-book, that had come into her eyes in 
consequence of a curious thickening of their already rich 
circumference" (p. 6 8).  This passage combines a curious, 
childlike mixture of fact and fantasy--the hardness of 
eyes surrounded by too much makeup, but seen by Maisie 
as a storybook creation.  She is looking only partially 
at the reality of her mother. 
Maisie's reaction to the way in which other people 
meet her eyes also becomes an important indicator of her 
maturation process.  In the Kensington Garden scene, 
having just experienced with "petrification the full 
force of her mother's huge painted eyes" (p. 122), she 
finds great relief in the anxiety expressed in the Cap- 
tain's eyes, which resembled "little pale flowers" (p. 
125).  The kindness of his face, eyes', and hands creates 
a powerful contrast to those features of her mother and 
makes Maisie all the more vulnerable to the Captain's 
kind words.  Interestingly, it is Sir Claude who cannot 
meet Maisie's eyes at the end of this encounter; thus, 
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Maisie seems to understand his irritation with her 
refusal to tell him about her discussion with the 
Captain. 
Her leavetaking of her father is even more signifi- 
cant: "Three minutes later, downstairs, with the cab at 
the door, it was perhaps as a final confession of not 
having much to boast of that, on taking leave of her, 
he managed to press her to his bosom without her seeing 
his face" (p. 160).  There is no chance for her to read 
his falseness in his eyes, nor is there a need; she 
understands it, and his inability to meet her look at 
their final parting testifies to it eloquently. 
With her mother, Maisie's consciousness makes the 
connection between eyes and windows: 
her huge eyes, her red lips, the intense 
marks in her face formed an eela-ivage   as 
distinct and public as a lamp set in a 
window. ... it was no wonder the gentle- 
men were guided.  This must have been the 
way mamma had first looked at Sir Claude 
. . . .  It must have been the way she 
looked also at Mr. Perriam and Lord Eric; 
above all it contributed in Maisie's mind 
to a completer view of that satisfied state 
of the Captain, (p. 170) v 
As Maisie reflects on her mother's beacon-like, guiding 
quality, she perceives Ida as an attractive lure for the 
gentlemen.  But the destructive Siren-like quality is also 
implied—an emphasis that Maisie does not discern.  Though 
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Maisie understands her mother's powerful attraction, 
the irony of the passage belongs to the narrator. 
Contrary to Muriel Shine's belief that Maisie's 
lack of anger robs her of "psychological authenticity,"19 
Maisie experiences one clear and very important moment 
of anger in this confrontation with her mother, and it 
is expressed primarily through eyes.  Having blundered 
by mentioning the Captain, Maisie observes that 
. . . the whites of her [Ida's] eyes were 
huge. 
Maisie's own, however, could by this 
time pretty well match them; and she had at 
least now, with the first flare of anger 
that had ever yet lighted her face for a 
foe, the sense of looking up quite as hard 
as anyone could look down. (p. 180) 
Here, the reader can sense Maisie's strength.  She can 
hold her own emotionally with her mother, and her anger 
results in a compassion that places Maisie head and 
shoulders above the mother who usually towers over her. 
James's own view is that Ida is more "concrete, immense 
and awful" (P, p. 14 7) because she is presented through 
Maisie's "good faith" (P, p. 147). 
There are several indications in the second half of 
the novel that Maisie is somewhat aware of Sir Claude's 
1 9 James, Chap   Book,   6, 401. 
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roving eye.  Once they have reached Folkestone, Maisie 
sees Sir Claude in a milieu much larger than that of 
the nursery.  The world of hotel lobbies and beaches 
offers many more distractions.-  Blackall notes the con- 
sistency with which Sir Claude is distracted by young 
ladies and feels that Maisie is aware of his distraction.20 
Two instances in particular are noticeable to her.  Mai- 
sie and Sir Claude are in the middle of a discussion of 
great importance, yet Sir Claude "was not too grave to 
notice" (p. 182) a woman carrying a terrier.  The second 
incident occurs shortly thereafter on the beach in 
France: 
\ 
. . . she seemed literally to see him give 
it up as he stood there and with a kind of 
absent gaze--absent, that is, from her af- 
fairs—followed the fine stride and shining 
limbs of a young fishwife who had just waded 
out of the sea with her basketful of shrimps. 
His thought came back to her sooner than his 
eyes.  (p. 188) 
The narrator emphasizes Sir Claude's look in this passage. 
Though Maisie may not be aware of his affinity for the 
ladies, she certainly is aware of how easily he is dis- 
tracted during discussions of great importance to her. 
Later, in the hotel lobby, she notices that the landlady 
A 
20Jean Frantz Blackall, "Moral Geography in What 
Maisie  Knew," 'UTQ,   48 (1978/79), 139. 
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likes him and remembers Mrs. Wix's statement that every- 
one likes him (p. 251).  Later when they are walking on 
the beach, she observes "that once or twice, on the 
jetty, on the sands, he looked at her for a minute with 
eyes that seemed to propose to her to come straight off 
to Paris" (p. 265).  This is wishful thinking, however, 
and Maisie ultimately judges the situation as one that 
allows him to procrastinate--to avoid confrontation with 
Mrs. Wix and Mrs. Beale.  She later knows that Sir Claude 
is afraid of his weakness (p. 267), but she does not seem 
to have an adult understanding of that weakness. 
Then, of course, there is Mrs. Wix wearing her 
straighteners, windows for her eyes.  James's choice of 
words is an interesting one, for Mrs. Wix, who is Maisie's 
moral instructress, never really communicates her idea of 
moral sense to Maisie and probably never develops the 
moral sense that Maisie does.  Do her straighteners fix 
her vision in a path that is too confining?  Is she a 
victim of tunnel vision?  The last line of the novel 
would seem to indicate this: Mrs. Wix, wondering about 
Maisiefs knowledge, for once does not look through her 
straighteners, but gives a sidelong look (p. 2 80).,. 
Mrs. Wix lives in her own fantasy world of romance 
and story books into which Sir Claude, her gallant white 
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knight, comes riding.  Her view of reality is always 
blurred by her fanciful, visions >and her moral rigidity. 
At several crucial points Maisie is conscious of Mrs. 
Wix's eyes and the effect of the straighteners.  To Sir 
Claude's question about Ida's companions, Mrs. Wix is at 
first reluctant but finally responds: "The straighteners 
again roofed her [Maisie] over; after which they seemed 
to crack with the explosion of their wearer's honesty. 
Amid the flying splinters Mrs. Wix produced a name.  'Mr. 
Tishbein'" (pp. 196-19 7).  The glass cannot tolerate the 
force of Mrs. Wix's answer and shatter metaphorically 
just as the glass that represented Ida's bosom shattered 
when Maisie discovered her mother's treachery.  Although 
the narrator is responsible for this passage of descrip- 
tion, the focus is on Maisie's consciousness--'the effect 
on her.  The implication is that Mrs. Wix's view of 
reality is much truer without the straighteners. 
Maisie also learns by the end of the novel to be 
evasive with eyes--that evasion often indicates an untruth. 
Mrs. Wix asks her what she would do to Mrs. Beale if that 
lady were unkind to Sir Claude, and Maisie offers what 
she hopes will be a convincing response: 
Maisie met her expression as if it were a 
game with forfeits for winking.  "I'd kill 
her!"  That at least, she hoped as she looked 
away, would guarantee her moral sense.  She 
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looked away, but her companion said nothing 
for so long that she at last turned her 
head again.  Then she saw the straighteners 
all blurred with tears which after a little 
seemed to have sprung from her own eyes. 
There were tears in fact on both sides of 
the spectacles, and they were even so thick 
that it was presently all Maisie could do 
to make out through them that slowly, finally 
Mrs. Wix put forth a hand. (p. 2 26) 
Maisie's response has been given more for effect than for 
truth, emphasized by her meeting Mrs. Wix's eyes directly 
and then looking away.  The fact that Maisie is hoping 
to please Mrs. Wix, to guarantee her moral sense, some- 
what softens the artifice Maisie has learned.  But Mrs. 
Wix finds the straighteners blurred with tears as Maisie's 
own eyes are--fantasy obscured and truth ultimately re- 
vealed. 
Maisie's perceptual growth can finally be observed 
through her developing understanding of language.  A num- 
ber of key words display this growth: free, love , shame, 
squared^   and compromised.      First used narrowly by the 
adults to serve their own purposes, the words are subse- 
quently learned by Maisie, who gives them a broader, more 
comprehensive meaning.  One of the most interesting is 
"sacrifice," first used by Miss Overmore when she has 
followed Maisie to her father's house and has described 
her action as sacrificial (p. 32).  The reader knows that 
the exchange of Mrs. Farange for Mr. Farange represents 
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no sacrifice, but Miss Overmore impresses Maisie with 
the amount of courage necessary for such action.  The 
narrator confirms the reader's understanding of Miss 
Overmore's misguided use of the word with his ironic 
description of her as a martyr (p. 33), but the surface 
events at the time tend to reinforce Maisie's impression 
of Miss Overmore's courageous, unselfish action. 
The word next appears in Mrs. Wix's consciousness, 
filtered by the narrator.  This time Maisie probably does 
not hear the word; she can observe only the action of 
Mrs. Wix reluctantly surrendering her prized photograph 
of Sir Claude (pp. 53-54).  The action gives Maisie her 
first lesson in the true meaning of the word and provides 
a basis for her later understanding when she is able to 
link action and language.  The word's next appearance is 
in Maisie's consciousness.  She has heard Mrs. Wix refer 
to Sir Claude's reassurances about "the good impression 
made, in a wide circle, by Ida's sacrifices" (p. 69); 
as a result, Maisie will probably not be sent off to 
school.  This usage is again terribly ironic.  The impres- 
sion created is that Ida is willing to give up the idea 
of school for Maisie in order to have her at home; 
actually Ida merely ignores her child in pursuit of a 
higher goal--her own pleasures.  Hodgdon believes that, 
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through Maisie's responses, James highlights "the dis- 
parity between the world of fact and the world of 
discourse and language."21  Mrs. Wix later uses the 
word to reflect her own personal aspirations when she 
declares, through Maisie's consciousness, that she is 
capable of "a desperate sacrifice of her ladyship" 
(p. 86).  Mrs. Wix also has no trouble giving up Ida 
for the higher goal of Sir Claude's beneficence. 
The word appears again in its ironic context when 
Maisie realizes in the parting scene with her father 
that "what he wanted, hang it, was that she should let 
him off with all the honours--with all the appearance 
of virtue and sacrifice on his side" (p. 153).  The word 
is not actually spoken, but Maisie seems to have come to 
an understanding of the selfishness the adults around 
her have always expressed through its usage: to abdicate 
responsibility for her so that they might pursue pleasures 
of their own.  When Maisie's mother appears at Folkestone, 
the same usage of the word, clearly spoken by Ida, drives 
home this meaning: "'I came to sacrifice myself" (p. 17 7) 
Maisie hears and understands it in the context of other 
actions that she has observed.  When Mrs. Wix tells her 
2 1 Hodgdon, p. 88. 
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that Mrs. Beale has "'sacrificed him [Sir Claude]--to 
her duty'" (p. 2 32), Maisie believes that he may not 
have had "fair play" (p. 236); thus it is completely 
understandable that, when Sir Claude asks her if she 
could give up Mrs. Wix, Maisie asks "'Do you call it a 
"sacrifice"?'" (p. 260).  This is the first time she 
has actually used the word, and Sir Claude further de- 
fines for her the meaning the adults have taught her: 
"I'll call it whatever you  call it.  I 
won't funk it--I haven't, have I?  I'll 
face it in all its baseness.  Does it 
strike you it is  base for me to get you 
well away from her, to smuggle you off 
here into a corner and bribe you with 
sophistries and buttered rolls to betray 
her?" (p. 260) 
By this time, Maisie's sense of justice and of the fair 
play she has never received is too strong for her to suc- 
cumb to the adult example.  An innate moral sense of 
fairness dictates her next move.  The word "sacrifice" 
is not used again, but Maisie's answer indicates she is 
giving it a new dimension: she will give up Mrs. Wix if 
Sir Claude will give up Mrs. Beale. 
Throughout the novel, "sacrifice" has been a euphe- 
mism for adult selfishness and betrayal; thus Maisie's 
response to Sir Claude is remarkable for the maturity it 
reveals.  Her sacrifice of Mrs. Wix must be accompanied 
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by an action of good faith by Sir Claude.  Habegger, in 
his discussion of reciprocity in the novel, notes that 
Sir Claude's original request requires that Maisie be 
unfaithful either to himself or to Mrs. Wix, that she 
treat them "with precisely that inconstancy that makes 
the adult world of the novel so hollow."22  Her response 
shows moral responsibility: "Maisie is trying to inaugu- 
rate something very new and different from anything her 
elders have seen--an enduring relationship between Sir 
Claude and herself, a friendship founded on reciprocity."23 
In essence Maisie has rejected the meaning for "sacrifice" 
that the adult world should have taught her and, with her 
own sense of justice, has discovered that if she must 
give up something, it must be for a goal that truly is 
higher.  Jones describes the absence of positive virtues 
as being responsible for Maisie's learning of them: 
"through observing cruelty she comes to the recognition 
of kindness, through betrayal to loyalty, through selfish- 
ness to sacrifice, through hate to love, through depravity 
to morality, through desperation to peace."211  Although 
22Habegger, p. 46 9. 
23Habegger, p. 470. 
21fGranville H. Jones, Henry  James's   Psychology   of 
Experience   (The Hague: Mouton, 1975), p. 10. 
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she may not be able to articulate a definition, she has 
learned the meaning of "sacrifice."  The sense of order 
noted by Ward is emphasized also by Habegger, who feels 
that it is her "feeling for symmetry [that] underlies 
her sense of reciprocity, for reciprocity is a kind of 
symmetry in giving."25 
Maisie's perceptions thus develop in a manner suit- 
able to her increasing age.  Blackall states that James 
"begins with a heroine whose perceptions are oriented 
to the material world and ends with one who is more con- 
cerned with abstractions."26  Like Ward, Blackall judges 
Maisie's growth by the way she is able to impose order on 
her world; her maturity is indicated by her ability to 
exchange "an uhdiscriminating point of view for an 
analytical and judicial one. . . ."27    By the end of 
the novel, her perceptions fit what the reader might 
expect of an eleven-year-old sensitive and precocious 
child who has spent the last five years amidst stormy 
passions and whirling words.  It is believable that Maisie 
should perceive Sir Claude's fear of himself and her own 
25Habegger, p. 4 72. 
2GBlackall, p. 130. 
27Blackall, p. 134. 
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fear of herself in those final, crucial chapters, just 
as it is logical that, for a child who has been con- 
cerned with order, with pairs versus threes, with all 
things being squared, and with Mrs. Wix's welfare, she 
should accept the responsibility of making the decision 
she does: to demand the same spirit of sacrifice from 
Sir Claude in giving up Mrs. Beale that he expects of 
her in giving up Mrs. Wix.  Blackall concludes that 
Maisie has developed her own personal conviction based 
on the best qualities that each adult in her environs has 
to offer: 
Utterly rejecting the baseness and self- 
interest of Mrs. Beale, Mrs. Wix's lack of 
imagination and susceptibility to bribery, 
and Sir Claude's irresponsibility, she has 
accepted the moral imperative of Mrs. Wix 
modified by the appreciative faculty, by 
the sensibility, of Sir Claude.  She 
thereby becomes the childish prototype of 
all those F. W. Dupee has described as 
James's "greater figure's," in whom "con- 
science is a form of sensibility, a style 
of life, a state of mind to which judgment 
is alien and goodness for goodnessTs sake 
immaterial.. . ."  The price of her know- 
ledge is that she has spiritually accepted 
the burden of responsibility for her own 
fate.28 
The reader may not be able to judge exactly what Maisie 
knows at the end of the novel since the cognitive domain 
2 8 Blackall, p. 146 
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is so dependent on language.  Always possessed of acute 
verbal skill, Maisie has developed her understandings 
considerably, but because of the narrow adult world of 
which she is a part, any learning experience must occur 
by trial and error.  What the reader can begin to judge 
is what Maisie has learned affectively--those values she 
has hammered out for herself despite overwhelming odds. 
If the reader wishes to judge her objectively, then he 
must do so on a basis of her actions and her spoken 
language.  If he wishes to be more subjective, he can 
watch her growth, with the narrator's help, through her 
consciousness.  Either way, James has been successful, 
for his "infant mind" (P, p. 145) has become an adolescent 
mind.  Her actions, speech, thoughts, and perceptions all 
show a carefully developed progression as Maisie ap- 
proaches the end of her childhood.  Everything about 
Maisie at the end of the novel points to her evaluative 
awareness of her surroundings, herself, and others. 
Amidst hate she can experience love for Sir Claude and 
for Mrs. Wix.  Amidst selfishness and betrayal, she can 
command a true spirit of sacrifice through the offer of 
reciprocity she makes to Sir Claude.  Even in the lan- 
guage of metaphor, her perceptions change from the undis- 
criminating to the judgmental where the adults around her 
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are concerned.  Maisie, thus, is a fully realized, 
carefully developed, believable character who has 
learned those values necessary for her approaching 
adolescence. 
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Chapter IV 
The Peripheral View: Other Perspectives 
Although What  Maisie  Knew   depicts a child whose 
consciousness is the focus of the novel, the reader is 
granted several glimpses into the consciousness of some 
of the adult characters.  Rather than lapses on the part 
of James, these intrusions into the adult minds seem to 
be very carefully placed to serve two important purposes. 
In most cases, an adult viewpoint strengthens the im- 
pression of character weakness already noted or suspected 
by the reader.  By helping to establish a character weak- 
ness which heretofore may have been described only by the 
narrator, these adult perspectives also serve to under- 
score Maisie's growing understanding of her world.  When 
Maisie draws a conclusion following one of these passages, 
it is a conclusion the reader has already drawn for him- 
self and with which he can quickly concur; thus, he can 
further appreciate Maisie's growing perceptions.  Although 
these adult perspectives stand on the periphery of events, 
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they are important to the novel's overall effect. 
Just as some critics have misinterpreted the role 
of the narrator, so do some misinterpret the use of these 
other voices--either denying their existence or expand- 
ing their importance beyond what the text of the novel 
will support.  For example, several critics have noted 
the importance of Mrs. Wix as confidante to Maisie.  Beach 
describes her as a "sympathetic and intelligent listener"1 
who encourages Maisie to "express in words [her] view of 
the case [she] is .observing and of [her] own position to 
it."2  It is true that Mrs. Wix is the one character with 
whom Maisie can speak freely from the beginning, but 
Beach overlooks several examples of intrusions into Mrs. 
Wix's consciousness, one of which, the last line of the 
novel, is crucial to its overall effect.  Other critics 
concentrate not on Mrs. Wix's function but on an inter- 
pretation of her character.  Sharp describes her movement 
from the role of confidante "to the final stage of poten- 
tial corrupter and rival of the child"3 but also ignores 
those glimpses into Mrs. Wix's perceptions.  At the other 
1Beach, Method,   p. 71. 
2Beach, Method,   p. 71. 
3Sister M. Corona Sharp, The   Confidante   in Henry  James 
(South Bend: Univ. of Notre Dame Press, 1963), p. 127. 
125 
extreme is Mitchell's statement that the novel "offers 
us two 'observers,' two viewpoints--his [James's] 'cen- 
tre of consciousness,' Maisie, and the governess Mrs. 
Wix.  Two views of the world: the straight and the 
crooked."'* 
Though the reader can recognize her importance as 
a confidante, Mrs. Wix cannot be equated with Maisie as 
a viewpoint character since the reader has only occasion- 
al knowledge of her consciousness.  Her presence merely 
gives the child a greater chance to articulate her per--:' 
ceptions; furthermore, her moral rigidity becomes a foil 
to Maisie's expanding moral awareness.  Tanner calls her 
"the embodiment par excellence of 'the conscious con- 
science.'"5  He judges Mrs. Wix's attempts to remake 
Maisie "in her own image--a cardinal Jamesian sin."6 
Mrs. Wix represents that specific morality which concerns 
itself with sexual awareness.  She is clearly of the 
opinion that Maisie must have developed that sexual 
**Juliet Mitchell, "What Maisie  Knew:   Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Girl," in The  Air  of Reality:   New 
Essays   on  Eenry  James,   ed. John Goode (London: Methuen 
and Co., 1972), p. 169. 
5Tanner, p. 291. 
sTanner, p. 296. 
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awareness, surrounded as she is by four such permissive 
practitioners.  That Maisie remains unaware of sex as 
the motive for her parents' actions is clearly evident 
when contrasted with Mrs. Wix's moral view.  Maisie 
judges people on the basis of fair play and social jus- 
tice and judges situations on her innate sense of order 
and balance.  Though she remains an innocent, she develops 
a moral perception far broader than that of her confidante 
Rather than presenting another major viewpoint, Mrs. „Wix, 
in her role as confidante, serves as a valuable narrative 
device. 
Any study of viewpoint must be undertaken with cau- 
tion, for in numerous situations the reader may think he 
is seeing the inner perception of a character when in 
reality he is seeing only an outer surface.  This type 
of approach is quite common and has already been noted 
in the discussion of the narrator's use of "as if."  The 
use of "appeared" furthers the same cause: "It appeared 
to make Sir Claude grave a moment; it might have made 
him feel the weight of the pledge his action had given" 
(p. 77).  Though on first glance the reader may think he 
is participating in Sir Claude's thoughts, he is still in 
the hands of a careful narrator observing the exterior. 
There are, however, several clear examples of adult 
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consciousness that need examination. Just as the narra- 
tor filters and interprets Maisie's internal wonderings, 
so he also interprets the adult perceptions. He takes 
the same liberties with them that he takes with Maisie's 
and allows himself the luxury of an occasional narrative 
intrusion. 
Ida Farange's thoughts appear only once, early in 
the novel.  Maisie, who has greatly enjoyed Miss Overmore 
at her mother's house, is about to be transferred to her 
father's and is told by Ida that Miss Overmore will not 
be going with her: 
This was exactly what Maisie had already 
learned, and the accomplishment was just 
the source of her mother's irritation.  It 
was of a horrid little critical system, a 
tendency, in her silence, to judge her 
elders, that this lady suspected her, lik- 
ing as she did, for her own part, a child 
to be simple and confiding.  She liked also 
to hear the report of the whacks she ad- 
ministered to Mr. Farange's character, to 
his pretensions to peace of mind: the satis- 
faction of dealing them diminished when 
nothing came back.  The day was at hand, 
and she saw it, when she should feel more 
delight in hurling Maisie at him than in 
snatching her away; so much so that her con- 
science winced under the acuteness of a can- 
did friend who had remarked that the real 
end of all their tugging would be that each . 
parent would try to make the little girl a 
burden to the other--a sort of game in which 
a fond mother clearly wouldn't show to ad- 
vantage.  The prospect of not showing to 
advantage, a distinction in which she held 
she had never failed, begot in Ida Farange 
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an ill humour of which several persons felt 
the effect.  She determined that Beale at 
any rate should feel it; she reflected afresh 
that in the study of how to be odious to him 
she must never give way.  Nothing could in- 
commode him more than not to get the good, 
for the child, of a nice female appendage who 
had clearly taken a fancy to her. (p. 31) 
Up to this point, the reader has formed judgments of Ida 
based on her own dialogue and actions with Maisie and on 
the vituperative comments made by the narrator about both 
the Faranges.  In case the reader may think the narrator 
to be exaggerating or Maisie to be overreacting to her 
mother's unfeeling manner, Ida shows herself in this pas- 
sage to be cold, manipulating, and vindictive.  Her sel- 
fishness is unmistakable, and it is significant that the 
only major passage revealing Ida's thoughts displays no 
thought of love or concern for Maisie or her welfare. 
The entire passage reflects her calculated use of Maisie 
to further her revenge on Beale.  After this, additional 
excursions into Ida's mind are unnecessary.  The reader 
cannot mistake her repulsive qualities, further emphasized 
by the narrator's statement that "she reflected afresh 
. . . in the study of how to be odious to him. ..." 
This passage justifies all of Maisie's future reactions 
to her mother; she is wise to be afraid of her, as are Sir 
Claude and the other adult characters.  The enemy has de- 
clared herself quite openly. 
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Only one clear example of insight into Beale Far- 
ange's mind exists, but its placement is significant. 
Beale has just taken Maisie to the Countess's apartment 
and will shortly write her out of his life.  In a rather 
adult manner, Maisie, who knows that this is an awkward 
situation for him, wishes to ease the encounter if he 
will only give her a cue: 
V She waited for it while, between his big 
teeth, he breathed the sighs she didn't ,/ 
know to be stupid.  And as if, though he 
was so stupid all through, he had let the 
- friendly suffusion of her eyes yet tell him 
she was ready for anything, he   floundered 
about3   wondering what   the   devil  he   could 
lay  hold of.    (emphasis added, p. 149) 
Throughout the novel Beale has been almost a non-character. 
Maisie's impressions of him have revealed a predatory, 
metallic man, with his great shining beard and shining 
teeth.  Her contacts with him have been very limited, and 
the reader's central impression of his character has been 
that of an irresponsible and amorous predator.  The last 
clause of this passage emphasizes his irresponsible nature. 
He is unable to converse with his daughter and is concerned 
only with extricating himself from this most awkward situ- 
ation.  Maisie's understanding in the ensuing scene that 
he is going to disappear from her life should come then 
as no surprise to the reader. 
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There are several glimpses into Sir Claude's con- 
sciousness, primarily in the last third of the novel. 
They, too, help to emphasize his weaknesses: his inability 
to take decisive action and his fear of himself.  The 
firsT instance occurs when Sir Claude has received a 
letter from Mrs. Beale and is about to return to England. 
Mrs. Wix, knowing he is afraid of Mrs. Beale, pleads with 
him and offers herself as a substitute: 
Sir Claude wavered there without an answer 
to this magnificent appeal; he plainly cast 
about for one, and in no small agitation 
and pain.  He addressed himself in his 
quest, however, only to vague quarters un- 
til he met again, as he so frequently and 
actively met it, the more than filial gaze 
of his intelligent little charge.  That 
gave him--poor plastic and dependent male 
—his issue.  If she was still a child she 
was yet of the sex that could help him out. 
(pp. 208-209) 
Sir Claude's revelation of his own inadequacies as he 
turns to Maisie for help is further emphasized by a scorn- 
ful denunciation from the narrator--"poor plastic and 
dependent male."  Maisie's almost immediate suspicion 
that Sir Claude has (./unmistakably once more dodged" (p. 
2 09) has bee'n confirmed by his own thoughts.  The reader 
cannot fault Maisie's understanding of Sir Claude, an 
understanding that lays the groundwork for her later 
perception that he is afraid of himself.  She is well 
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aware that Sir Claude has fears, for he has admitted 
certain ones to her.  With the narrator's help, the 
reader sees Maisie begin to draw her conclusion: "It 
must have begun to come to her now that there was one 
. u 
thing just such a man above all could be afraid of.  He 
could be afraid of himself" (p. 253). 
Another brief example of Sir Claude's point of view 
occurs after Maisie has proposed her own arrangement to 
him: she will give up Mrs. Wix if he will give up Mrs. 
Beale.  Maisie expresses the hope that, if the two of 
them wait long enough, perhaps both Mrs. Wix and Mrs. 
Beale will leave.  "Oh with what a face for an instant 
he wondered if that could be!" (p. 269).  Sir Claude's 
thought emphasizes the wishful thinking for both of them. 
If the two ladies give them up, the responsibility for 
decision and action will be removed.  Such a thought from 
Maisie would be understandable.  Most children are not 
placed in the position of having to make such important 
decisions.  But coming from Sir Claude, this childlike 
wishful thinking emphasizes his weak character. 
The last important example of Sir Claude's conscious- 
ness comes near the end of the novel when Mrs. Beale and 
Mrs. Wix are literally fighting over Maisie, who is being 
held, pushed, and pulled by the two ladies.  Though he 
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has not been able to give up Mrs. Beale, Sir Claude has 
reached an understanding for himself: "He was out of it 
now, or wanted to be; he knew the worst and had accepted 
it: what now concerned him was to prevent, to dissipate 
vulgarities" (p. 276).  He may be a victim of the same 
weakness as Beale Farange, but, unlike Beale, Sir Claude 
possesses a sensitive, feeling nature; not only does he 
care for Maisie but he is capable of facing some truths; 
thus, he partially redeems himself in this passage. 
Intrusions into Mrs. Wix's consciousness contribute 
to comedy, but they also serve the reader as referential 
guides about Maisie.  Early in the novel, Mrs. Wix has 
told Maisie that Sir Claude leans on her: 
she was more surprised than amused when, later 
on, she accidentally found she had given her 
pupil the impression of a support literally 
supplied by her person.  This glimpse of a 
misconception led her to be explicit--to put 
before the child, with an air of mourning in- 
deed for such a stoop to the common, that what 
they talked about in the small hours, as they 
said, was the question of his taking right 
hold of life. (p. 88) 
Because Mrs. Wix is more surprised than amused, the reader 
may enjoy the obtuse quality in her understanding and ap- 
preciate the young Maisie's literal interpretation of 
language.  The comic element intrudes again in another 
passage, this time to guide the reader's observations. 
Mrs. Wix and Maisie have been discussing Maisie's lack of 
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moral sense when the narrator intrudes, to tell the reader 
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to be satisfied with his word that Maisie understood her 
situation: "Mrs. Wix saw her as a little person knowing 
so extraordinarily much that, for the account to be 
taken of it, what she still didn't know would be ridicu- 
lous if it hadn't been embarrassing: (p. 221).  This 
passage, filtered by the narrator with comic overtones, 
indicates that the reader should not, like Mrs. Wix, make 
grand assumptions about the extent of Maisie's knowledge. 
Another disclaimer follows, indicating the narrator's 
uncertainty about the exact nature of Maisie's under- 
standing.  The narrator's realistic, if ambiguous, view 
contrasts comically with Mrs. Wix's view to guide the 
reader's understanding. 
The most important example, however, of Mrs. Wix's 
consciousness comes in the last line of the novel as she 
and Maisie are leaving France: "Mrs. Wix gave a sidelong 
look.  She still had room for wonder at what Maisie knew" 
(p. 280).  It is significant that James chose to end a 
novel that focuses on Maisie's consciousness with a rare 
example of Mrs. Wix's thought.  Throughout the novel, 
Maisie has been the character who has most consistently 
wondered and who has been most concerned with knowing. 
In her quest for knowledge, Maisie has/used Mrs. Wix as 
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a confidante.  As the novel progresses, however, these 
roles are reversed.  It is Maisie who often listens to 
Mrs. Wix despair over her employment and her future.  In 
this last line of the novel, it is Mrs. Wix, previously 
sure of Maisie's all^encompassing knowledge, who now 
must experience a childlike wonder about the extent of 
that knowledge.  In a sense, Mrs. Wix has grown through 
her associations with Maisie by becoming more open; in- 
stead of assuming, she now questions. 
By taking the reader out of Maisie's consciousness 
at the end, James has provided the final masterful stroke 
--one guaranteed to accentuate the earlier ambiguity. 
The reader cannot know exactly what Maisie knows, just 
as Mrs. Wix cannot know. James creates the greatest ironic 
twist of all through the novel's title and its last line-- 
for the essence of Maisie's knowledge is not ultimately 
what is important.  Even the narrator, who has had only 
limited omniscience from the beginning, cannot define 
Maisie's knowledge.  What is important, however, is what 
Maisie becomes as a person.  Certainly her growing moral 
superiority to those around her is emphasized; whether or 
not her moral sense fits Mrs. Wix's definition is irrele- 
vant.  James's last line emphasizes the comic aspect of 
Mrs. Wix's concern about Maisie's knowledge rather than 
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about the kind of human being she has become.  Sir Claude 
actually comes closer to the truth than anyone else: 
"I've not killed anything," he said; "on 
the contrary I think I've produced life. 
I don't know what to call it--I haven't 
even known how decently to deal with it, 
to approach it; but, whatever it is, it's 
the most beautiful thing I've ever met-- 
it's exquisite, it's sacred." (pp. 273- 
274) 
A few minutes later he states, "'She's unique.  We're not 
good enough—oh no!'" (p. 278).  Rather than being con- 
cerned with the substance of Maisie's moral awareness, 
Sir Claude recognizes the beauty of its existence.  Mrs. 
Wix does not.  Although for once she does not look through 
her straighteners and thus sees a partial truth (she has 
room for wonder), she is still concentrating on the wrong 
goal--Maisie's knowledge rather than Maisie's essence. 
Tanner notes that "[t]he very incompleteness of her 
[Maisie's] knowledge makes her gentle and open where 
others are peremptory and shut. . . ."7  He states further, 
In James one is made to feel that to approach  „ / 
experience with a set of ethical imperatives^ 
is to mutilate life in advance.  True virtue 
lies in opening oneself to as many as possible 
of the swarm of.impressions which life offers, 
and then behaving in a manner dictated more 
by aesthetic unselfish considerations than by 
prescribed rules of conduct or perverse self- 
Tanner, p. 29 7. 
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seeking.  In a word, virtue is to celebrate 
life and to love its endless flow, not to 
appropriate it or attempt to arrest it-- 
with a hand, with a code. . . .  Maisie is 
a victim of the 'snatching game' yet given 
the dubiety, the necessary incompleteness 
of knowledge, her spontaneous aesthetic ap- 
preciation of all that lies in her path is 
the one response in the novel which James 
would completely endorse.  Her 'wonder' is 
an important mode of cognition.8 
Mrs. Wix's final thought thus emphasizes that essential 
ambiguity.  The reader is not to be overly concerned with 
what Maisie knows; what is important is what she becomes 
and how she affects others.  In his Preface to the novel, 
James stated, 
I lose myself, truly, in appreciation of my 
theme on noting what she does by her "fresh- 
ness" for appearances in themselves vulgar 
and empty enough.  They become, as she deals 
with them, the stuff of poetry and tragedy 
and art; she has simply to wonder, as I say 
about them, and they begin to have meanings, 
aspects, solidities, connexions—connexions 
with the "universal!"--that they could 
scarce have hoped for. (P, p. 14-7) 
Those who fault What  Maisie  Knew   for its use of more 
than one viewpoint, for the interference of a cynical nar- 
rator, or for the sometimes hazy separation of viewpoints, 
are perhaps overlooking James's larger truth.  By whose 
standard does one judge the truth of perception?  It would 
8Tanner, p. 29 8 
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be far-fetched to accept Mrs. Wix's perceptions of the 
situation and of Maisie's morality, seen as they are 
through her straighteners; yet her crooked vision, 
straightened artificially into rigidity, is real to 
her.  Sir Claude's perceptions, influenced by his own 
desires, would certainly be considered distorted by 
other outside observers.  Both Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix 
suffer from faulty vision caused by their own involvement 
and their own egocentric desire for survival.  Their per- 
ceptions, however, are their truths. 
And what about Maisie's view?  Certainly what she 
sees is her truth, distorted as it may be by her own 
youth, inexperience, and naivete.  She lives in a world 
of that "dim theatre" (p. 2 3) where everything is "phan- 
tasmagoric--strange shadows dancing on a sheet" (p. 23). 
Such distortion does not make her perceptions any less 
real.  Her inability to express herself in adult language 
explains the need for the Jamesian narrator.  His pre- 
sence, his use of ambiguity.^ his intrusions into the 
story, and his disclaimers have seemingly caused the 
greatest critical furor; yet it is his vision and his 
reportage that create the irony so inherent and vital to 
the novel's final effect.  If the reader were to perceive 
the events only through Maisie's eyes, without the 
i. - ^ 
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narrator's filtration, there would be no irony, no 
ambiguity, only the pathetic tale of a small child 
caught in an endless web of incomprehensible events. 
James saves the reader from unrelieved pathos by the 
use of the narrator, who combines the tragedy of Maisie's 
situation with the comedy of language — possible only 
through deliberate irony and ambiguity. 
From the combination of all these perspectives, 
distorted as they must  be, emerges the final truth—the 
reader's truth.  No one individual is able to see all 
sides of a situation from one vantage point.  Even the 
narrator is limited in what he can see and understand, 
as he states on several occasions.  What Maisie "knows" 
at the end of the novel is really irrelevant to James's 
larger purpose.  As he stated in the Preface, 
No themes are so human as those that reflect 
for us, out of the confusion of life, the 
close connexion of bliss and bale, of the 
things that help with the things that hurt, 
so dangling before us for ever that bright 
hard medal, of so strange an alloy, one 
face of which is somebody's right and ease 
and the other somebody's pain and wrong. 
(P, p. 143) 
James does not wish to give his readers only a limited 
perspective; there are as many truths as there are obser- 
vers.  If the combination of those truths results in 
muddlement, then perhaps that muddlement represents the 
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final and inescapable truth, the one James called "the 
very sharpest of the realities" (P, p. 149). 
James's choice of Maisie as his vessel of conscious- 
ness, his register of impressions, augmented by a narrator 
who moves in and out of her consciousness has indeed re- 
sulted in ambiguity.  Yet, if one accepts the thesis 
that one human being can never totally know and under- 
stand another, and that every situation has as many 
viewing angles as there are observers, and if one accepts 
the confusion that must accompany the maturation process 
of any child, then the ambiguity about what Maisie really 
knows must also be accepted.  James has shared a deliber- 
ate multiple vision: all parts--Maisie's, the narrator's, 
and the reader's--reveal truth.  Maisie displays the 
innocent child's truth, and the narrator, by himself 
and through Maisie, discovers the adult truth about the 
selfishness of the adult world.  Those separate visions 
are often clear, but, for the reader who must combine 
them, the resulting double vision may blur events and 
muddle understanding.  True clarity in all perceptions 
and in all vision is a romantic but not necessarily a 
realistic ideal.  James's use of viewpoint thus meshes 
perfectly with theme.  In Maisie's world and in all worlds 
where clarity of vision is to be sought but never fully 
attained, James's artistic vision has created reality. 
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